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Inall the world, there are only seven dragons. Ancient, 
all-powerful, and wise beyond human reckoning, the 
dragons have always been believed to be immortal— 
until now. 

A dragon has died. Even worse: it was murdered. 
Now three heroes must embark on a quest to solve this 
strange mystery—and learn the truth about their war- 
torn world. : 

The Case of the Dragon Slayers story is heavily influenced 
by both anime and manga. This ultramodern update of 
two classic storytelling traditions—accompanied by 
gorgeous, manga-style illustrations—makes this the perfect 
prose novel for manga readers and fantasy fans. 


KOUHEI KADONO is best known in America for the 
hip and revolutionary Boogiepop novels, which have 
launched hit anime and manga franchises. The Case of the 
Dragon Slayer is the first in his popular and influential Jiken 
series, which remixes classic fantasy and mystery tropes 
with a manga sensibility. 

KAZUMA KANEKO is a popular designer and illustrator 
in Japan, where he is best known for his work on the 
Altus games Megami and Persona. 


Satsuryuu Jiken © 2000 KOUHEI KADONO/KODANSHA LTD. Cover illustration 
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It is not alwasy correct ot search for light in darkness. 
In most cases, light is merely illusion, 
and the darkness itself is the answer. 


—the one truth within the mist 


prologue 


Tas battle was going incredibly badly. 

“Th-Third Armored Cavalry destroyed!” 

“The platoon deployed to the west has been bombarded 
by frozen arrows. Virtually all weapons and armor have been 
destroyed and taken out of commission 

“The east is blocked with cursed mines! Nothing can get 
through!” 

Every report the commander heard was just as dismal. 


py 


“The entire front line’s been wiped out,” the commander 
murmured, gazing up at the sky, which had turned a faint 
shade of purple. The enemy’s attack spells had blanketed the 
entire area. 

When these spells were complete, they would create a 
hell on earth. One that would burn all the Allied troops 
alive. 

Of course, their own sorcery division was preparing coun- 
terspells. But the enemy forces were so much more powerful, 
the effect of these counterspells would be negligible. 

If his army did not have its back up against a sheer cliff 
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face, he would have already ordered a retreat. But the enemy, ‘ p : 


leaders had planned it all: to herd his army into this corner’ 
and then destroy it utterly. And he had played tight int 
their hands. f P 
The commander had signaled repeatedly for surrender de 
but had been ignored. It seemed that the enemy was intent 4" ( 
on testing this particular attack spell in battle. And the 4a 
forces the commander had sent to open an escape route had : {he ct 
been mercilessly annihilated. g yell! 
“What kind of spell is it?” the commander asked the lieu- 6 the s 
tenant sorcerer. : 
“It’s probably a grudge-based curse,” the sorcerer an 
swered. “Their sorcerers are collecting the spirits of every norte 
living thing that has died on this land and sending them:tesotce 
after us. When a life ends before its time, it leaves a deposit |, pre 
of energy, a kind of residual resentment. That energy can be if 
used to power a curse.” ‘ 
“We're dead, so how come you get to live?’ Something 
like that?” “eral 
“Not quite,” the sorcerer replied. “The life energy ex- “i » bei 
ploited in these curses is more like a painful memory of the “ste 
past. This energy has no conscious will of its own. But the Bj eth 
mere fact that we are alive is somehow irritating to this ., 
spirit. There’s no wistful longing for the life that has passed.” 7 hae On 
The commander, on the other hand, sounded a little Mere 
wistful himself as he asked, ‘ " : 
“Is there no way we can case their resentment?” i! ty 
“We're trying. We've figured out the nature of the enemy ty " n 
curse, so there’s hope. Now, if we can just distract the source i 
of the curse’s energy.” 
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But as the sorcerer spoke, his face gleamed with sweat. ,"% 
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“And how do we do that?” 

“If another being—something huge—dies somewhere 
else... The curse is targeting us right now, but if we can 
turn its energy toward something else... We’re trying to 
tempt it away now.” 

“I’m sure the enemy has already anticipated your coun- 
terattack. Can you still do it?” the commander asked. 

“This is our only chance.” 

“Understood.” The commander turned to the officers 
around him. “Prepare all forces for retreat.” 

A silence fell as the sorcerer rejoined his subordinates. 
He focused his mind once more and began chanting spells. 

But he was still worried. 

Despite what the sorcerer had told the commander, it was 
simply impossible to predict when and if that “something 
huge” would actually die. The curse was a powerful one. Di- 
verting it would require a death of extraordinary magnitude: 
the equivalent of several thousand human lives. 

While every living being has only one soul, the curse was 
attracted by the strength of the magical force resident in 
that soul. The magical energy in the soul of an insect, for ex- 
ample, was so tiny that only the deaths of more than ten bil- 
lion insects could divert the curse. 

But what were the odds of the death of a soul with sufficient 
magical energy occurring right now, at this very moment, when 
we so badly need it? 

Extremely low. 

Unless there was a terrible earthquake, a volcanic erup- 
tion, somewhere in the world, that killed thousands upon 


thousands instantly, then the curse would stay fixed firmly 
upon them. 
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As he worried, the sky turned an even darker pu. 
ple... and then became tinged with red. 

The temperature rose, so quickly that they could sense 
the change. 

The soldiers around them waited, the commander and 
his officers gazing intently at the sorcerers. 

The seconds ticked by, relentlessly. And then, with an : 
audible crackle, the grass beneath their feet dried out. The ~ 
wildflowers withered and turned brown right before their ia 
eyes. Field mice shot out of their burrows and did a frenzied 
dance before rolling over in convulsions. sai 

The temperature, the terrible heat, began to affect the ae 
soldiers. Their eyes had a hollow look. 

And yet no one panicked. The heat left them exhausted, 
unable to think clearly. They did not even have the energy) 
to wonder “Is this it? Am I going to die?” Everything slid by 
in a heated haze. 

The sorcerers chanted on, according to plan, but their 
movements were growing stiff, unnatural. 

They were no longer sure what it was they were trying © 
do. 

Their fear, their anxiety, their hopes and pain and anger 
and hatred, all melted away, like an ice sculpture left in the 
sun. 

Ahhh . . . Why are we even here? . . . What is itall for’ 

The soldiers were incapable of thinking anything more 
than that. Their leaders were in much the same condition 

Death, horrible and inevitable, surrounded them, but 
they felt not. Their feelings had been blunted. They were 
slowly—and calmly—burning alive. 
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The first person to notice the change was not the sorcerer 
but one of his subordinates. 

“Hm... ?” 

The last breath he had taken was strangely cool, and for 
a moment he was dumbfounded. Then his eyes widened, 
and he looked up at the sky. 

The red hue was fading. 

“H-hey!” he shouted, and everyone looked around, with 
mouths half open, as they slowly realized that the heat wave 
was dissipating. 

“But how?” the lieutenant sorcerer said. Though he had 
devised their strategy and had enacted it, he was as surprised 
as everyone else. 

Did we really pull it off? B-but that means . . . 

He had no time to think. As soon as the commander re- 
covered his wits, he began shouting and waving his baton. 
The army, as one, turned and ran. 


It was impossible: Their infallible plan had failed. 

Even though the enemy forces had enough men on the 
field to stop the army’s charge, the commander's troops 
broke through the lines and into the open. The enemy army 
quickly regrouped and fell into pursuit. But it was too late: 
The tide had turned, and once lost, their advantage was not 
easily regained. The gap between the retreating army and 
their pursuers slowly grew. The fire spells the enemy hurled 
after the fleeing soldiers sputtered out forlornly. The com- 
mander’s forces continued to flee, literally without looking 
behind them. 

B-but . . . how? 

Even now, clinging to the back of his armored horse at a 
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full gallop, the sorcerer couldn’t stop himself from asking the 


questions. 

How? What died? Where? 

What had happened that had the equivalent magical en- 
ergy of thousands of human deaths? And how had that life 


been snuffed out? 

Yes, they had been saved. And yet, he could feel no relief 

He had not completely shaken that hazy feeling the cure 
had given him. It lurked in some dark corner of his mind, 
nagging at him. A remnant of that strange fugue state, in 
which he had been near death and yet unable to think or 
feel anything. 

Was it really good fortune that had allowed them to sur- 
vive? Or was this incident merely the beginning of some- 
thing else . . . something much larger? 

He could not shake the feeling, deep in his gut, that it 
was. 


This feeling was soon proved almost laughably wrong. No 
sooner had the army reached the safety of their own lands 
than they learned that the war was coming to an end. 

“What do you mean?” 

“The Seven Seas Alliance has agreed to mediate the 
cease-fire. Neither side will be declared victor. And a treaty 
will be signed, officially ending the war,” a high-ranking op 
ficial said. “Wish they’d joined ina little earlier, personally. 

“B-but—” 

“Our orders are to remain on standby. We are not 
gage. Unless the other side should attempt 4 sneak attack, 
course.” 

“Yes, but . . .” the commander protested. 


to en 


of 
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Behind him, the sorcerer watched, dazed. He was unable 
to speak. 

What did it all mean? 

The war, and his own life, and that colossal soul whose 
death had saved their lives. 

But that was all in the past now. The world was ever thus, 
and shall ever be, he thought, feeling rather philosophical. 

The war ended in one place, and something happened in 
another, somewhere so far away that no one would ever sus- 
pect the two events were connected. 

A mysterious incident, one filled with secrets and deceits. 
An incident of which the world would never know: the 
death of a great being and a quest (or a fool’s errand) across 
the entire world. 
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Ina small valley, high in the mountains, was Romiazalth, an 
isolated and sovereign city. It was modest in size, so much so 
that it felt more like a town than a city. On either side of this 
little city were two great nations, Daiki and Melknorse. This 
often put Romiazalth in the position of being occupied by 
one or the other during their frequent border disputes. Not 
only that, should one hope to trade goods between the Daiki 
and Melknorse, it offered the only route through the formi- 
dable mountain range. Despite this valuable advantage, the 
little city had remained independent, and no country had 
ever attempted to lay permanent claim on it. 

The explanation was a simple one. 

A dragon lived there. 


My escort to Romiazalth was a knight. We were carried 
there on the back of a bird of the high-speed, passenger- 
type, augmented variety. 
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“May the warrior’s luck be with you, Captain Riskassé,” 
the knight said. 

He saluted me with one hand while the other held the 
reins. And yet it was clear that his expression was unnatural; y 
He was carefully holding back the sour face he would prefer Bi gi 
to wear when being forced to salute a woman in her | yal? 


midtwenties. Uses 

“I doubt I need much warrior’s luck.” I grinned. “This * 
time, my mission is to avoid fighting.” 

The knight’s face turned red. “Th-then I pray for your — ule 
good fortune.” vate Eren 

“Thank you.” 

It was not customary that a citizen of my home country, 7” 
Katahta, was allowed to set foot on this land. These were *"mjs 
unusual circumstances. But even so, augmented birds are tg 
considered weapons, and it was not allowed to land while! 6 Nae, 
was mounted on it. It was required to hover in midair while | 
I jumped off. I watched it as it flew away. 

Then I looked around me. I was in the middle of a waste- \ Ny And 
land. We had been directed to land in a spot that was con » hy th 
spicuously free of welcoming parties, not to mention | ‘. ‘il 
security guards. Well, | thought, after all, a dragon lives here: i fi} 
And dragons do not care at all for humans fighting in their lk Ny 


ay jreputal 


vicinity. \ 
hr 
It made this place the perfect site for peace talks. ,* ‘f 
Guess I’m walking. I shouldered my bag and headed in the | | i ‘ey 
direction of the buildings I spotted in the distance. it, \ 


My footsteps did not drag at all. One could even describe \ \ 
them as light. Where I was headed, I would not be alone= ‘\ 
an emissary from the Seven Seas Alliance should already ' ‘h i, ! 
have arrived. And it was an emissary I knew well: Major, \ " 


\ \ 
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Heathrow Kristoff, better known as the Wind Knight. Tech- 
nically a soldier of Lileiz, he’d been posted in the Seven Seas 
Alliance for the bulk of his career, and it was there that he’d 
grown famous. Stories of his exploits were legion: the time 
he’d single-handedly stopped the Ketchita meltdown from 
destroying an entire country, or the time he had quelled the 
turmoil caused by the Mahariik pirates, and so on and so on. 

But, in truth, the reason I was so excited to meet him had 
little to do with his reputation. We'd gone to the same in- 
ternational school; we sat next to each other; we had very 
often studied together. Even then, he was incredibly tal- 
ented. 

As I walked, I giggled to myself, thinking of all the times 
I'd made him help me with my work. 

“But you always showed me your lab reports,” a voice said 
behind me. 

I spun around, surprised. And there he was: a young man 
on horseback with a friendly smile. 

Heathrow Kristoff himself, looking not a day older than 
fifteen. 

“Ah! Augh! Heathrow . . . | mean, Major Kristoff! What 
are you doing out here?” 

“T came to meet you, but it seems I went a little too far. 
It’s a lame excuse, but I was waiting for you some distance 
from where the augmented bird actually landed.” 

The major got down from his horse and led it over toward 
me. 

“This isn’t an armored horse, you know. It’s just a per- 
fectly ordinary one. They still ride them here, apparently.” 

Kristoff had yet to acknowledge that when he came upon 
me, I'd been talking to myself in a rather peculiar fashion. 


8 KOUHEI KADONO 


Instead, his manner was so open and friendly that | felt my 
heart glow. 

“W-wow, it’s been so long 

“It’s a relief to see you, Captain Riskassé.” 

“Really?” 

“Here you are, a special forces captain at your age, yet still 
as bright and radiant as ever. I must admit I wasa little wor- 
ried.” 

“Qh, you shouldn’t have worried about me.” 

Especially since he was already a senior officer in the 
Seven Seas Alliance. He outranked me. That said, since 
most ranks in the Alliance were awarded for performance in 
the field, I was not entirely certain of his official rank. 

“Please, get on the horse. I shall lead you.” 

“But... , Major, I couldn’t.” 

“There’s no one else here. | may be nothing but a rank 
amateur, but I hope my services shall suffice.” 

“] didn’t mean it like . .. Then by all means.” 

The major took my hand and helped me mount, then 
handed me my bags and began leading the horse along. De- 
spite his claim to be an amateur, Kristoff was able to make 
the horse obey him completely. He must have had some ex- 
perience with them in the field. 

Swaying with the horse’s motion, I looked the major over 
again. 

Though Kristoff remained as approachable as ever, he 
had also acquired an imposing air. He was significantly, 
taller; it felt as though he had doubled in size. It must have 
been seven years since I'd seen him. . . . Had it really been so 
long? He was no longer Heathrow, the boy I'd known. He 
was now the world-famous Wind Knight. 


I managed to stammer. 
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This reminded me of my own duties, which did not in- 
clude renewing my friendship with the major. So, for the 
moment, I set my feelings aside. 

Although he had his back to me, the major picked up on 
my change in mood and sighed. “It’s a delicate situation. 
Both armies are still glaring at each other across the Kugith 
Plain. Fighting could break out again at any moment.” 

“How deeply involved is the Seven Seas Alliance in this 
arbitration? The Katahta Assembly received the request for 
a witness to the signing from the Alliance and sent me, but 
beyond that .. .” 

“That’s all there is to it,” the major stated frankly. 

I registered surprise. “So this arbitration was suggested by 
the Alliance? But that means—” 

One of them was here? One of those whom everyone was 
talking about? 

It was said of them that they had the power to “alter the 
course of history with their words and deeds”: the Seven 
Seas Alliance’s special tacticians. While the Alliance had 
forces stationed throughout the world, and its military was 
so large it had more than a hundred generals, this gigantic 
force had only twenty-three field arbitrators. 

“Precisely. One of them was sent here.” 

“Wh-what kind of person was it?” I asked, nervous again. 

“Um... well.” The major hesitated. “He might rub you 
the wrong way, but please ignore it. He isn’t trying to hurt 
your feelings.” 

The non sequitur threw me. “Please explain?” 

“He just has a few... No, | must admit it... alot... of 
quirks, and a bad habit of grinning while making people un- 
comfortable.” 
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Kristoff sounded so unsure of himself it took me a long 
time to realize he was referring to the field arbitrator. 

“You... know him personally?” 

“Yeah, I’ve known him a while. A good long while. 
Somehow we keep running into each other.” He smiled rue- 
fully, then shook his head. “But his skill, his ability, is gen- 
uine. He’s one of the best arbitrators around. He might be a 
little strange, and difficult to like, but an arbitrator is not 
there to take sides. Their one thought is how to end the war. 
He upholds that ideology with more determination than 
anyone. And so you can trust him, at least that much,” he 
concluded seriously. 

I felt silent, having now grown quite curious about the 
sort of person who could make the major babble like this. 

As I wondered about this arbitrator, we walked onward,| 
eventually reaching the humble walls of Romiazalth. We 
passed through the gate into the city. 

Despite the fact that a woman in unfamiliar military uni- 
form was walking past him, the guard didn’t even glance at 
me. As if he’d never heard of caution. 

“... no forces from the Seven Seas Alliance?” 

“No, just the arbitrator and me. We wanted to stress that 
this was neither an invasion nor an act of intimidation. The 
representatives from the two armies in question have yet to 
arrive. We expect they won’t until the last minute—at least 
a month from now.” 

“So things are quiet for the moment. But still . ..” 

The town was astonishingly quiet. To my eyes, the place 
had an unhealthy deficiency of tension. 

It worried me. The dragon’s protection had made the 
townspeople dangerously careless. Could we really sign @ 
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peace treaty and end a war in a place like this? 

“Are we sure about this, Major?” I whispered. 

“To be honest, I have some misgivings myself,” the major 
said gravely. “If it wasn’t for that dragon, it would be a par- 
adise for any spy in the world.” 

“I...” I’m not a spy, I wanted to say, but perhaps it was 
only natural for the major to keep an eye on me. That was 
his job, but it still hurt a little. 

Suddenly, the major announced, “Katahta had little in- 
terest in the war, you see.” 

I looked up in surprise, and he nodded at me. 

I took his statement as his signal that he trusted me. 

“Th-thank you!” I said, feeling that warmth inside me 
again. Talking with him made me feel like a girl again— 
completely pure of heart. 

“Tt is 1 who should be thanking you. Your presence gives 
us all strength,” the major said. 

“T hope the arbitrator agrees with you.” 

“Oh, I doubt he’ll have any problem with you. He gener- 
ally likes intelligent people.” 

I was not sure what to make of this. What was this man 
actually like? 

“Will I meet him before we start?” I asked. 

“Oh, of course! He’s already told me he wants to meet 


you.” 


“Really? W-why?” 
“Um... You'll have to ask him, I guess,” he said, hesitant 
again. 


I grew even more anxious. 


The war, the very reason we were here, was being waged a 
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long way from here. Both armies were exhausted, and nei- 
ther side could really remember anymore just why they were 
fighting. It had been something about mining rights, which 
had led to a skirmish or two, which had then escalated into 
a war. Underneath it all lay the shadow of an ancient tribal 
feud, so they were hardly in any position to point serenely to 
any single cause. 

Both forces were badly weakened. It was the perfect mo- 
ment, under the pretext of neutral outside intervention, to 
destroy them both. 

The Seven Seas Alliance had become involved, and of- 
fered to mediate the peace talks, because it had its own rea- 
sons for opposing outside intervention: It was hoping to 
keep a certain country from extending its sphere of influ- 
ence. In other words, its motivation was almost entirely un- 
related to the war itself. Otherwise, it would have stepped in 
earlier, long before the war had become such a quagmire. 

There was no idealism here. It was willing to stop the war. 
but not for humanitarian reasons. It always came down to 
the same thing: economics. 

The Seven Seas Alliance was an enormous commercial 
association, so large it was often referred to as “the empire 
without a country.” It had a single goal, the pursuit of protit: 
not a single country in the world had not received from the 
Alliance some form of financial aid or developmental coop- 
eration. 

And the field arbitrators were like heroes of legend— 
granted special rights within the empire and allowed to op- 
erate almost entirely without interference from above. 
Major Heathrow gave off the impression that he had that 
sort of independence. But, in fact, he was just a soldier and 
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could never claim to speak for the Alliance. It was the arbi- 
trator who was decidedly in charge; the major was little bet- 
ter than an assistant. I was merely the observer on the 
sidelines. 

The arbitrator was holed up in a room at the back of the 
fortress, neck-deep in reports on the war’s status and work- 
ing out the terms of the treaty. 

“Did you make those reports yourself?” I asked the major 
as we walked down the hallways of the fortress. 

He nodded. It was only natural. These reports could be 
made only by someone who had visited the battlefields in 


person. 

“But what I see on the battlefield always enrages me. So 
if he didn’t revise and make sense of my reports...” the 
major said. 


“He’s pretty calm, then?” 

“Perhaps too calm. You'll see when you meet him.” 

It seemed that that was all I’d get out of him for now. But 
at last we were standing outside the door. 

Suddenly, from inside the room and echoing through the 
door, came a noise like the sound of the death throes of a 

That is, if that bird were dying really slowly. 

I looked at the major. “Um...” 

But he was unmoved. “Don’t pay any attention. He ci- 
ther can’t think of any good treaty conditions or has 
thought of a very good one,” he explained calmly. 

“Th-then, that was... a human?” 

Hadn’t the major just said that the man was “too calm”? 

“Yes, Well. I’m sure it doesn’t mean anything.” The major 
nodded. “He expresses his emotions in a rather extreme 
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fashion, but inside he’s... well...” 

He trailed off. I felt slightly sick. 

“Well, if he’s busy, maybe we could. . .” I said. 

“No, he knows we’re coming. If I don’t introduce you 
now, God only knows what he’ll say to me later. Let's just ig- 
nore the noise and go on in.” 

Before I could protest, the major shoved the door open, 
not even bothering to knock. 

“Hey! Markwhistle! Captain Riskassé is here!” he roared. 

“Aah?” came a sort of grunt from the depths of the room. 

Timidly, I poked my head inside. The room was buried in 
a terrifying profusion of paper, all piled in confused, untidy 
mountains. 

On the table was a similar mountain, of something 
brown, which, judging from the pot sitting next to it, was 
made up of used Remi tea leaves. You had to bathe in tea to 
use this much, I thought. It was like visiting the room of a 
drunkard, though in that case it would be Hiiki liquor he 
was drowning in. 

“Um ...” I stepped gingerly into the room. 

On the couch facing the window, a man lay stretched 
out. 

“Er? What did you say?” I heard someone say absently. 
Then the source of the voice abruptly sprang up from the 
sofa. “Oh! I remember, I remember! You said Miss Reizé was 
coming!” 

He spun toward me. 

How can I express my surprise and confusion adequately? 

First of all, his clothes were in unexpectedly good condi- 
tion. He was actually quite well dressed. His hair, neither 
greasy nor sprinkled with dandruff, was neatly arranged. He 
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was clean-shaven, without a hint of stubble. Tallish, he was 
not particularly muscular, veering toward the slender. And, 
as their friendship had led me to expect, he was about the 
same age as the major. Still, he gave off a completely differ- 
ent impression: He seemed quite childlike. Not in the least 
bit thuggish or rough, he appeared to be quite gentle. 

But there was one thing about him that was extremely 
strange. 

I began to introduce myself. “Nice to meet you. | am—” 

He abruptly cut me off. “Let us not waste time! I know 
your name already, Miss Reizé Riskassé. Therefore, I am the 
only one who need introduce myself. 1 am Edwarth Thizw- 
etks Markwhistle. Please call me Ed. A pleasure to meet 
you!” 

He then held out his hand. It was very soft. As I shook it, 
I said, “Um, same here. How do you know my... ?” 

“Qh, because Heath has told me alllll about you. He says 
you are a very intelligent person.” 

“Really?” I gaped at the major. 

He coughed. “Never mind that. Didn’t you say you 
wanted to talk to Captain Riskassé?” 

“No, not really,” Markwhistle said. 

“What?” 

“Oh, right. This will never do! What in God’s name were 
the Katahta thinking sending only one person, and that a 
young girl like you, Miss Reizé?” Ed asked. He had asked, di- 
rectly and quite bluntly, the question that anyone else 
would have phrased with the utmost delicacy. 

I was struck dumb. 

Ed grinned at me. “No answer?” he said, tapping his mask 
with his index finger. 
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Yes, that’s right: He wore a mask. 

Despite the fact that there was no festival going on, nor 
any parade passing by, half this man’s face was hidden be- 
hind the sort of mask aristocrats wear to costume parties. 

Furthermore, it looked oddly appropriate. It was clear 
that he wore it all the time. Judging from the major's com- 
plete lack of reaction to it, my assumption had to be correct. 

Quite possibly, he even wore it while seated next to min- 
isters and generals, discussing the peace accords. | was sure 
he did. His rank in the Seven Seas Alliance was far too high 
for anyone to complain. 

“What is the point of asking me that?” 

“Oh, just wondering.” Ed spread his hands. 

When | fell silent, the major jumped in. “Okay, Mark- 
whistle. I tell you this all the time, but not everyone can 
keep up with—” 

[held up a hand to stop him. 

“Not at all. Let me answer your question, Arbitrator. | 
have been given the appropriate authority to cooperate in 
ending this war.” 

“Mm-hm.” Ed nodded. 

“T come alone, according to the demands of the parties 
involved. They will recognize a witness only as long as there 
is no trace of any threat or military presence.” 

“I was aware of that. I merely wondered if you were.” 

“T was. Now, why me? I am an ‘excuse.”* 

“What do you mean?” Markwhistle asked. 

“If the need should arise, if anything should happen to 
me, even though | am merely a special operations captain, 
they could use the fact that I am a young woman as an ex 
cuse to gather support among the people for military intet 
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vention,” I said, in as businesslike a tone as I could manage. 
None of this had been specifically mentioned in my brief- 
ing, of course, but it was the only explanation that made 
sense. 

“Ha-ha!” Ed said, apparently impressed. “Well, you cer- 
tainly can adapt yourself quickly and view yourself objec- 
tively. What a relief. But there is one thing you overlooked.” 
He wagged his finger at me. 

“What would that be?” 

“You failed to mention that you are also very good at this 
sort of thing.” 

I wondered if he was making fun of me. But it seemed as 
if Ed was perfectly serious. 

“Thank you.” 

“Pm not giving you a compliment. Being talented is not 
always a good thing.” 

Now I had no idea what he was implying. 

“I hope my opinions will be of use to you,” J said. 

“Hmm? Oh no. Katahta has nothing to do with the terms 
of the treaty, so you will be quite useless,” he said, so bluntly 
it was shocking. 

“Y-you little .. . !” the major raised his voice. 

“That’s why I said it was just a question.” Ed shrugged. 

At this moment, a bell rang, signaling the time. It was 
the midday rest period. 

“Is it that time already?” Ed looked out the window and 
measured the angle of the sun. “It is! Miss Reizé. You will 
come and meet him, won’t you? Heath, of course you’re up 
for it?” 

“What? Meet... When did you make an appointment 
with someone?” 
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“Tye made no appointment! I just think it’s high time for 
it today!” 

“High time to meet who!” 

“Obviously, the largest being there is!” 

The major and I exchanged glances. 

In this place, that could mean only one thing. 

Ed nodded. “Exactly. Let’s go meet the dragon!” 


2 


Dragons. 
There were many explanations for when these awesome 


beings had first appeared, but none had been proved. One 
scholar claimed they were the creators of this world and had 
been living here all along, while another insisted they were 
simply ordinary creatures that had obtained their vast magi- 
cal powers through sudden mutation. The mutant theory 
was supported by the fact that no one had ever seen the 
dragons breeding or propagating. But no one had ever heard 
of a dragon dying either, so the number of dragons had al- 
ways been seven, that number never diminishing. Dragons 
were already here when humans first began using magic, and 
they had watched for thousands of years as humans fought, 
prospered and perished, watched the Age of Magic as it hap- 
pened. 

Dragons were not the only species that could use magic. 
The magic cat of Razansa, for example, could paralyze its 
prey just by looking at it, anda number of species of bird had 
been demonstrated to use some sort of levitation spell. It was 
not unusual for lizards to breath fire using fire spells either. 

But the dragons were in a different league altogether. A 
much higher one. 
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For example, humans were still unable to control energy 
unleashed by hurricanes, nor could they stop a tidal wave. If 
abig earthquake came, then cities fell; drought always led to 
famine. 

But a dragon could deal with any one of these catastro- 
phes with ease. Tidal waves would split in two around land 
protected by dragons; rain would fall for the first time in ten 
years. after a dragon flew overhead; a land whale that was 
wounded and destroying the forests in its rampage was sud- 
denly sucked into the air by strong winds and dropped in the 
ocean, where at last it died; and so on and so on. In story 
after story, it was evident that dragons had clearly been in 
control of strange events, and by now no one believed it was 
no more than coincidence. 

But an even greater reason existed for the respect and 
awe humans accorded to dragonkind: their knowledge and 
wisdom, which clearly surpassed that of humans. At the 
dawn of history, they already spoke all languages of mankind 
freely and would bewilder philosophers by discussing math- 
ematics on an unbelievably high level. There were many 
stories like this. 

Yet despite their godlike powers, they seldom exploited 
them, never banded their extraordinary powers together, 
never attempted to achieve dominion over other living 
things. 

They rarely moved and always lived alone, generally 
somewhere very isolated, such as the bottom of a secluded 
pond or in a crevasse at the top of a glacier. 

The dragon that lived in the caverns near Romiazalth 
was in comparatively close contact with the outside world. 
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“So quite a lot of people get to meet the dragon, really, 
People drop in to see it as one stop on their pilgrimage, 
other people cross the continent because they just really 
want to see a dragon!” Ed explained happily as we walked 
through the streets of town. It was tea time, and most people 
were sitting on benches outside, taking a break. “And peo- 
ple from this country take newborn babies and put them in- 
side the dragon’s mouth! A ritual to ensure the baby's safety, 
apparently. This dragon likes people.” 

Ed’s voice was loud and carefree. 

But, walking beside him, the major and I kept glancing at 
each other anxiously. 

Ed paid us no attention. “I've been wanting to meet a 
dragon for a really long time!” he went on with no sense ot 
restraint. “I bet they’re really big. Everyone says they're su- 
persmart, but I want to know exactly what it is they're 
thinking about, don’t you?” 

I suddenly realized that the people we passed were all 
glaring at us with disgusted looks on their faces. 

Since these people were able to live in peaceful isolation 
from the harsh outside world thanks only to the protection 
of the dragon, they must have a certain respect, or even rev- 
erence, for it. ] imagine they did not take kindly to someone 
discussing their benefactor in such a casual tone. 

The Seven Seas Alliance had paid quite a lot of money to 
the townspeople to be allowed to arbitrate the war here, but 
accepting that did not grant him the right to insult them. 
Who could blame these people for being angry? 

“Er, Mr. Arbitrator .. .” I said, hesitantly. 

“I said, call me Ed!” he snapped. 

“Markwhistle!” the major said sternly. “Why are we going 
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to see the dragon? They hate it when humans fight among 
themselves. If we go there, it may simply become enraged 
with our foolishness, and then what would become of us?” 

“That’s why we need to explain ourselves! Some people 
who are at each other’s throats will be visiting here soon, but 
the goal is to stop the fighting. See?” 

“Good point, but in that case, I could handle it alone. No 
need for you to go.” 

“You sound as if you don’t want me to see the dragon,” 
Markwhistle said. 

“To be honest, I don’t,” the major admitted. 

“Come to think of it, you met a dragon, didn’t you, back 
when you were checking out Gnocchindolk. Did it scare 
you?” 

“Well... yeah. Why do you think I’m trying to keep you 
away from them? I never know what inappropriate remark 
will come out of you next.” 

“I am not entirely incapable of common sense, you know. 
Or, Heath, do you really think a dragon’s going to be of- 
fended by something as trivial as a mask?” 

“Probably not, but I have my doubts where you and sense 
are concerned.” 

Markwhistle laughed. “How you must suffer; then!” 

“It’s no laughing matter.” 

If I left them be, these two would argue till the end of 
time. So I awkwardly joined in. “Um... So why amI... ?” 

“Again, to demonstrate our intentions to the dragon. 
The calm gaze of a third party is very valuable.” 

“Well, that does sound reasonable,” I said. 

At last we escaped the piercing glares of the townspeople 
and entered the guard station, where permission to enter the 
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dragon’s cavern was granted. 

It was a hospital. The guard was also a doctor, though it 
has to be said he was a doctor first. The area was sparsely 
populated, and the most important people often had to 
share duties. 

“You want to meet the dragon?” the exhausted guard said, 
sipping a glass of maté liquor. “Come back later. I’m busy. 
We've got a badly burned baby, and I’ve been up all night 
keeping watch over it.” 

“T do apologize. All we need is permission to pass. You 
don’t need to accompany us,” Ed pressed, undaunted. 

“I said, come back later. Do you want me to let my pa 
tient die?” the guard asked. 

“That’s precisely why permission alone will suffice. We're 
so concerned for that patient’s well-being that the sooner 
you give us permission, the sooner you can get back to your 
important responsibilities.” 

“M-Markwhistle!” the major whispered, tugging Ed's 
sleeve. “He said he’s busy. And we’re in no hurry.” 

“Since he’s so busy, I imagine he would rather take care of 
this while he’s still on break,” Ed said, glaring pointedly at 
the glass in the doctor's hand. If he had time to drink, then 
things were obviously under control. 

“Okay, but I’m not coming with you. You'll have to go 
alone. If you make the dragon angry and get yourselves 
killed, it’s on you.” 

“Of course.” 

He made it sound so simple. The major and I looked at 
each other again. When had we agreed to this? 

We purchased a rather expensive amulet that would tem- 
porarily allow us to pass through the barrier over the cav 
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ern’s entrance and headed toward the dragon’s residence. 

“This is so much fun!” Ed exclaimed with childlike glee. 
I looked at him and sighed. I wonder now if I had any 
inkling of what was to happen later. 

No, at the time I was merely filled with anxiety and fear 
at the prospect of meeting a dragon, mingled with a ground- 
less certainty that things would work out fine so long as the 
major was with us. 

But certain events had been put into play long ago, and I, 
the major, and the man in the mask—Edwarth Thizwerks 
Markwhistle—were just beginning our strange adventure 
together. 


3 


Water dripped in the darkness. 

Though the cavern was huge, the body that inhabited it 
was so large that it made the space feel small. It was dark, 
and nothing had been done about it, as if, to the occupant, 
darkness and light were one and the same. The walls, ceil- 
ing, and floor were rock; the cavern was a natural hollow in 
the earth. 

In the quiet darkness, the inhabitant rested, not moving 
a muscle. It lay so still it looked for all the world like a mas- 
sive carving in the side of the cavern. 

Above it, water condensed into drops and fell. 

But the occupant still did not move, time rolling onward, 
until at last there came the sound of something approach- 
ing. 


It felt less like a cave than a particularly large depression in 
the side of the mountain. But on closer inspection, this par- 
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ticular depression had no end and went back, deep into the 
rock. 

“How much ground does the barrier actually cover?” Ed 
asked, peering at the amulet in the major’s hand. 

The letter written on the front of it glowed dimly witha 
blue-white light. Presumably, that meant it was working. 
And yet there was no change in our surroundings, so that it 
was impossible to tell if there was a barrier or not. How did 
this work? Perhaps a trained sorcerer would know. 

I asked the major. 

“I don’t know much about it either. What we call magic 
is usually drawn from spirits or gods—different areas have 
different names for this type of phenomenon, but the world 
is full of things we can’t actually see. So it isn’t that surpris 
ing if we can’t see it or can’t feel it. But in this case, I think 
it’s set up to react only to humans and to block their entry. 
Judging from the amulet, it’s as powerful as most weaponized 
spells.” 

“So it’s impossible to get through it?” 

“That’s what barriers are for. If you try to get through, 
you'll be assaulted by a wave of heat or cold until you die. If 
you use a counterspell, the barrier itself will explode, so you 
can’t sneak through either.” 

“T bet that’s the real purpose, then,” I said. “For the citi- 
zens of Romiazalth, it’s less of a problem if someone gets in 
than if someone gets in without permission. It’s more of a 
warning system.” 

The major nodded. “I imagine you are correct... which 
means the barrier is reacting to the amulet correctly, and we 
can safely proceed.” 

“How exciting!” said Ed, rubbing his hands together. 
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“Remember what I told you—” 

“] know. Mind my manners.” 

“[’m not worried about your manner of speaking. Dragons 
actually hate humility, so the more you genuflect, the worse 
off we'll be.” 

“Sounds like it’s best to be honest, then?” 

“Starting now. I’m sure the dragon already knows we're 
here.” 

“Really?” I yelped. But it was obvious. Dragons were so 
much more powerful magically than humans that they 
would naturally be capable of sensing when the barrier 
opened and closed. And the barrier itself could hardly be 
strong enough to hold in a dragon. 

As if he knew exactly what I was thinking, the major 
nodded. “The only thing that can come in and out of the 
barrier freely is the dragon itself.” 

“It doesn’t work on dragons? Hmm. So it isn’t sealed in 
here,” Ed remarked. 

“Nothing in this world could ever bind a dragon. If the 
dragon is here, that is because this is where it wants to be,” 
the major said. 

“Major, when you met the other dragon, were you alone?” 
L asked. 

“Yes, it was that kind of mission.” 

“You're so brave,” I said. 

“Oh, not at all,” the major demurred. 

“But he is! Heath has often been stupefyingly brave,” Ed 
offered. 

“You make it sound as if I’ve been just plain stupid,” 
Heath said. 

“That, too.” 
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“Right.” 

And on they went, bickering to drive away the tension. It | 
was dark, but the amulet’s glow provided enough light that | 
we could see one anther and the ground at our feet. 

The cave was so large we could barely make out the walls ; 
and ceiling, but we could tell they were of plain, untouched ‘ 
tock. 

It’s been in a place like this, alone, all this time? To me, that 
seemed like an unimaginably lonely life. Why did the 
dragon choose to live here? With the power to destroy the 
entire world, why lurk hidden in the darkness? 

We walked on through the gloom. 

“But the main problem is that the land in dispute never 
actually belonged to either party,” Markwhistle insisted. 

“But neither one of them will admit that. We can’t just 
tell them to pull out,” the major said. 

“True enough.” 

As Ed and the major talked, I stayed silent, trying to un- 
derstand the reasons behind the dragon’s isolation. 

Our pace slowed, and finally we stopped. 

Even in the darkness, we could tell that the cave had 
widened considerably. As if something had been pushing 
the walls outward. 

It probably has, I thought, and gulped. 

I could see a big, heavy-looking shadow melting into the 
darkness across from us. 

“Here we go,” the major whispered, and stepped out in 
front of us. I started to follow, but the major waved us back. 
It seemed only natural for him to speak first, so 1 obeyed au- 
tomatically. 

T glanced at Ed, His eyes were hidden in the shadow of 
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the mask, and I couldn’t see them, but his mouth was 
crooked skeptically. 

Though he was silent, it was evident he was thinking. | 
had no idea what about. 

I looked back at the major, and the dragon. 

He was explaining to the dragon, first of all, who we 
were. No greetings at all. Right. What would a dragon need 
with polite words? The voice of experience. The dragon did 
not react at all. But neither did it seem angry, I told myself. 

Paying no attention to the lack of response, the major 
carried on. As he explained later, there was no use in our 
trying to ask what the dragon was thinking. 

“Dragons are far more intelligent than we are, and their 
basis for decision making is radically different from our own. 
A dragon would find it as difficult to explain its thought 
processes to us as we do explaining to a child how babies are 
made. It would be a mistake to demand this of them. They 
always have the advantage over us,” he said. 

I didn’t know any of this at the time, but I was impressed 
by how resolute, how confident, the major was. 

Ed said nothing. He wore the same crooked grin. 

He was being awfully restrained, considering what a fuss 
he’d made about meeting the dragon. I guess he’s not entirely 
without common sense, | thought, and just as I was about to 
tevise my opinion of him... 

“...80 we intend no ill effect on the situation in this 
area,” the major was saying, “and will force no alterations.” 
Suddenly, Ed sighed loudly and started walking. 

I was left dumbfounded. 

Ed quickly walked past the major and right up to the 
dragon. 
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The dragon did not move. 

Then, God help us all, the masked man apparently took 
the dragon’s lack of reaction as permission to do as he liked, 
He reached up calmly and patted it on the nose. 

I gasped. 

He carried on tapping the dragon’s head. 

“M-Markwhistle!” the major leaped forward. “Have some 
respect!” he shouted, angrily grabbing Ed’s shoulder. 

Ed’s reaction was even more surprising. “You're the one 
who's not being respectful!” he snarled, furious. It was not 
the fury of a selfish child but the indignant rage of the just. 

We gaped at him. Ed sighed wearily, then quietly reached 
up his hand and poked the dragon in its enormous eyeball. 

We both flinched, but even then, the dragon did not re- 
spond. 

It just sat there, not moving at all. 

“Oh,” I breathed, and, at last, the major and | under- 
stood. 

But that was... 

“Y-you can’t mean . . .” The major’s voice shook. 

Ed nodded. “Yeah. It’s dead,” he quietly confirmed. “And 
not only that!” he added, walking around behind the 
dragon’s head. 

We followed, and only then did we notice the dark stain 
on the ground at our feet. As if some dark-colored fluid had 
been spilled here and then dried. 

The major and I were speechless. 

Ed sighed again. “You never thought this could happen, 
did you? Neither did I.” 

He pointed to a chunk of iron, a blackened metal rod, 
like a stake. 
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It was stuck into the back of the dragon, between the 
neck and the head, about where a human’s medulla oblon- 
gata is. It seemed obvious that it had been jammed right 
through some critical part of the dragon’s anatomy. 

“But what does it mean?” the major asked, stunned. 

I knew exactly how he felt. 

Nothing was as powerful a dragon. They had godlike 
power: They could control tidal waves and hurricanes, could 
wipe out entire armies, and et... 

“Someone murdered it,” Ed murmured, in a more sober 
tone than I’d ever heard from him. “Right in the lair it had 
tuled for thousands of years, and the cause of death is simple 
and uncomplicated: a stab wound.” 


4 


“What have you done?” cried Romiazalth’s leader, an elderly 
sorcerer, in a voice like the wind sneaking in through a 
crack in the wall. His face was a mass of deeply carved wrin- 
kles, framed with white hair and a white beard, neither of 
which seemed to have ever been cut. 

“We have done nothing at all,” the major said, but there 
was a distinct lack of force in his voice. 

“No one has ever broken through the barrier... which 
means you are the obvious suspects,” said the very same doc- 
tor who had given us the amulet. He glared at us. 

The three of us were in the city council’s meeting hall, 
surrounded by the most important people in Romiazalth, 
who were interrogating us. 

“But we have no motive. The dragon’s death means 
nothing but trouble for us!” I tried, a little desperate. It 
backfired. Everyone in the room glared at me angrily. Of 
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course they did. With the dragon dead, they were the ones 
in the most trouble. The city owed the protection of its sov- 
ereignty to the dragon. Without that indomitable safeguard, 
what would happen to them? 

The same went for the three of us. 

“We chose to stage the talks here precisely because the 
dragon’s presence was an absolute necessity. Why should we 
work against our own plans?” 

“You're the representative from Katahta. You have noth- 
ing to do with the war,” one of the councilmen said percep- 
tively. 

I dried up. 

The major took over. “Captain Riskassé is here by formal 
request of the Seven Seas Alliance. She naturally feels re- 
sponsible for fulfilling her duties here,” he said firmly. 

Now the major became the target of their accusations. 

“And exactly how does the Seven Seas Alliance plan to 
take responsibility for this?” 

“Insisting on your own. innocence is insufficient. After! 
all, the decision to hold the arbitration here was yours. No 
country in the world is going to stand for this outrage!” 

“Even the Seven Seas Alliance will be in trouble when 
every country closes their ports to you.” 

They were all shouting at once. 

“We will make appropriate compensation,” the major de- 
clared, loud enough to be heard above them. “I shall take 
personal responsibility for this matter!” 

“Will you? How, exactly, do you plan to do that?” 

“I will... um—” 

“You will what? One month remains before the arbitra 
tion. Surely, even the Wind Knight would find it a chal- 
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lenge to accomplish much of anything in one month.” 

The major had no response to this. 

My heart went out to him. He had spoken up only to de- 
fend me and did not deserve this sort of abuse. | had to do 
something. 

“Um...” Lopened my mouth. 

But then Ed suddenly broke his silence. “Capture the 
killer, tell the world who did it, and then the Seven Seas Al- 
liance will address each country individually, informing 
them that this country’s commerce is under the indepen- 
dent administration of the city council,” he said casually yet 
smoothly. 

Everyone, including the major and me, all turned to look 
at the man in the mask. 

“What?” said the elderly sorcerer, as speaking for all of us. 

‘No problems then, right?” Ed answered coolly, as if he 
didn’t give a damn. 

“The killer?” 

“You know who did it?” the councilmen asked. 

Ed grinned. “Golly, you sound as if you know perfectly 
well we didn’t do it,” he pointed out. 

There was a silence, but not an embarrassed silence; it 
seemed as though they were trying to control their anger, 
which worried me. 

“R-right!” I said. “The killer! I don’t know who did it, but 
someone murdered this dragon! And we have to find out 
who!” I was trying to smooth things over again, but once 
again I failed. 

Once again, everyone glared at me angrily. 

“So the three of you think you can stop someone who was 
capable of killing a dragon?” said an icy voice, very slowly. 
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Although I knew it was a mistake to remain silent after a 
question like that, I couldn’t think of an appropriate re- 
sponse. 

He was right. While it was unclear exactly how the 
dragon had been murdered, the culprit was clearly more 
than a match for that formidable creature. Was it even pos- 
sibly to “find” someone like that? 

But once again Ed spoke up, undaunted. “That’s what | 
said.” 

He said it so airily everyone assumed he was joking. 

“Will you now, Arbitrator?” 

“What exactly do you plan to capture, then? 

“The murderer,” Ed said flatly, as if there were no other 
possible answer. 

There was something in the masked man’s words, a cer- 
tain scent to them, that made my eyes open wide. 

I'd almost forgotten. This man was a field arbitrator. His 
job was to make bitter enemies of a thousand years shake 
hands, armed with nothing more than his silver tongue. He 
was one of the best talkers in the world. If he said he would 
find the killer, then he actually meant . . . 

He’s . . . going to frame someone? 

At that very moment, Ed looked to me like a con artist 
coming clean. 

The councilmen of Romiazalth had clearly reached the 
same conclusion. They all looked at Ed with a very different 
light in their eyes. 

As if they were staring at something disgraceful, but their 
contempt was not without a distinct trace of relief. 

“Markwhistle,” the major said. He sounded rattled, his 
manner markedly less confident than it had been through 
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out the interrogation. 

But one of the Romiazalth councilmen cut him off. “I see, 
the ‘killer.’ I don’t suppose you have any . . . leads, Field Ar- 
bitrator?” he said obsequiously, the picture of the career 
politician. 

“None! I need information. I need to know every single 
person who met the dragon in the last year. I’m sure you 
kept records? With security like that, you must have.” 

“Of course. In the last year, six people visited. But those 
people live all over the world! Do you mean to investigate 
them all?” 

“Naturally.” 

“You have thirty days. Is that enough time?” 

“Tt won’t be an easy journey. We must make preparations 
at once,” Ed replied calmly, so calmly I almost missed it. 

What? 

Journey? 

Did this masked man mean ...? 

“A journey? You mean to go and meet every one of the 
suspects in person?” ; 

Ed nodded. “That’s what I said.” 

“But ... you're with the Seven Seas Alliance! You have 
people all over the world! Let someone else investigate!” 

“Too risky. The secret would get out. We must keep this 
matter to ourselves until the case is solved. Which means, of 
course, that these two must accompany me,” Ed said, point- 
ing at me and the major. 

I blinked in surprise, but the major had been expecting it; 
his sour expression remained unmoved. 

“I can understand your including the major, but why the 
representative from Katahta?” 
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“Because she is from Katahta. We have no reason to trust 
her. But if she is traveling with me, she won’t have time to 
tell anyone the secret, will she?” He shrugged. 

1 had no idea how to respond to this. I looked to the 
major for help, but he just nodded. “Please,” he implored, 
deadly serious. I could read no hostility in his expression. It 
was as if he were speaking not as a member of the Seven 
Seas Alliance but as Heathrow Kristoff, making a personal 
request of Reizé Riskassé. 

I couldn’t trust Ed, but I knew I could trust this man. 

“Understood. I will go with you,” I said firmly. 

Romiazalth’s leader snorted. “So be it. If you must go on 
this journey to find this murderer, then do as you like. But, 
Field Arbitrator, putting the other two aside, we need some 
form of guarantee that you will not run away.” 

“Of course you do,” Ed said without hesitation. 

The leader grinned and said, poking Ed with his shriveled 


fingers, “Your guarantee shall be your life.” 


The sky above was astonishingly clear and blue. 

Beneath it was a wasteland of bronzed earth and scat- 
tered, withered plants, unchanging as far as the eye could 
see. 

But in this land, where it seemed as though there was 
nowhere to hide, he lay, concealed in a tiny depression, 
watching the three horses and their riders galloping across 
the wasteland. 

As they rode, the three riders talked. Naturally, they had 
not noticed him. Partly because: he was well hidden but also 
because it never occurred vo them that anyone could possi- 
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bly be hidden here. 

That is the field arbitrator, and the biggest threat, the power- 
ful Wind Knight, Major Heathrow Kristoff. . . . 
but... 

He looked at the woman who rode with them. 

Who is that? There was talk of a representative from 
Katahta . . . but such a young woman? Even if that is her, why 
are they leaving Romiazalth? 

He watched the three riders carefully. 

How long had he been there? No footprints remained 
around him, so he must have been there several days at 
least. How had he eaten? How had he relieved himself? And 
most of all, what had he done for water? 

There were no signs of exhaustion or fatigue. His eyes 
were focused closely on the three riders in the distance, 
watching their lips. 

(What are they saying?) 

It seemed he knew how to read lips. The man in the mask 
was talking quite loudly, and it was easy to read what this 
masked man was saying. It was possible to pick up most of 
his words. 

“Let’s consider the problem. . . . We can think about motive 
later... . The method is the key to the whole matter. . . .” 
Clearly they have a problem, and they’re riding out to solve it. 
But what problem? 

He watched a little longer, and then his eyes widened in 
shock. 

Wh-what? What did he just say? I’m sure of it. But he must 
be joking! I’m sure he said, “Someone has killed the dragon!” 
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With not a moment wasted, we left Romiazalth on horses 
the council provided less than four hours after we discovered 
the dragon’s body. 

“I’s been simply ages since I rode on a horse that wasn’t 
an adjusted armored horse! They certainly are bumpy!” Ed 
cried brightly, as if nothing at all had happened. 

The major and I rode silently onward, with gloomy ex- 
pressions. 

Two hours east on horseback was a major road where we 
would be able to obtain other means of transportation. We 
were in a hurry and so needed to travel by the fastest means 
possible. 

The sky was clear and blue, but the sun was already low 
in the sky. We had not a moment to lose; it was nearly sun- 
set. 

But Ed seemed completely unaware of any need for agita- 
tion. 

“Tet’s consider the problem, then,” he said casually. 
“How would you go about killing a dragon? Anything you 
can think of.” 

The major answered dejectedly, “I can’t even begin to 
imagine. Wouldn’t it be faster to figure out why anyone 
would even want to?” he muttered. 

But Ed answered clearly, “We can think about motive 
later. The method is the key to the whole matter. How 
would you kill a dragon? There clearly must be some manner 
in which it is possible. We figure that out, the whole case is 
in the bag.” 

“Tf we can figure that out. But we don’t have a clue! It’s a 
dragon! For it to die like that, as if it had wandered into a 
back alley, got ina fight with a drunk, and wound up stabbed 
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to death by a piece of rusty metal that happened to be lying 
around! How can that have happened?” The major’s body 
was shaking. 

This reminded me of what happened just after we found 
the dragon’s body. 


In the darkness of the cave, the major’s first reaction to his 
realization the dragon was stone dead was to shout, “Impos- 
sible! How can that be? There must be some trick!” He then 
ran meaninglessly around the dragon. I assumed then he was 
in a state of panic, but later he told me he thought there 
might have been some sort of trap, and he wanted to make 
sure what we were seeing was not an illusion. Apparently, 
when you are trapped inside an illusion, the way your heart 
rate increases after running is a little unusual. 

But it seemed as if the strange event had truly happened, 
and he had detected no signs of a trap. The major’s shoulders 
slumped in disappointment. 

“Unbelievable. What's going on?” 

I just stood there. The major still had the ability to ex- 
plain his feelings, to say, at the very least, that he couldn't 
believe what was happening, but I couldn’t even manage 
that. This was beyond my capacity to comprehend it. 

Absently, I looked around me. No sign of anyone but us. 
We were in a hole in the ground, surrounded by thick, hard 
tock. A barrier. It was impossible for anyone else to be pre- 
sent. 

So this was the perfect “locked room” murder mystery 
scenario, I thought stupidly, unable to focus. The perfect site 
for the perfect murder: impossible to get in, impossible to 


38 KOUHEI KADONO 


pull off. 

While I was thinking, Ed was right up against the dragon, 
checking it over. 

“No other signs of injury... Yes, this metal rod stuck in 
the back of the neck would seem to be the cause of death. 
The only other possibility is that it had already died of some 
disease and the rod actually had nothing to do with it, but if 
that were true...” 

Ed trailed off into thought. The major made his way over 
to Ed. He’d recovered, and that made me snap out of it, too. 

We examined what Ed had noticed. The dragon was cov- 
ered in beautiful, tightly arranged scales, and one of those 
scales was pushed upward. The metal rod was thrust in 
under it, neatly filling the space it left. The rod was about as 
thick as a woman’s wrist, and the part sticking out was about 
four times as long as the rod was wide. The object did not 
give an impression of great power. The end of the rod was 
perfectly rounded, proving that it was man-made. 

“What is this? The culprit aimed for just this one spot and 
was able to stab it?” The major’s voice shook. “A dragon's 
scales are incredibly strong, and the flesh beneath is very 
tough as well. No matter how hard you thrust this rod, it 
should never have been able to penetrate either the scales or 
the flesh. The rod should have flattened out first. So . . . So 
how?” 

“This rod was forged. It is much stronger than ordinary 
iron. Is it some sort of iron spear?” Ed said quietly. 

The major suddenly touched the amulet to the iron. 
Nothing happened. 


“The amulet doesn’t respond. No signs of any spells cast! 
on the iron itself. It’s ordinary metal.” 


THE CASE OF THE DRAGON SLAYER 39 


A barrier amulet would glow in the presence of any sort 
of magic. There was no magic here. 

“Can you pull it out?” Ed suddenly asked. 

“Hmm?” 

“Heath, this is awful. Try pulling the rod out.” 

The major grabbed the end of it and gave it a yank, but it 
didn’t budge. 

“Can't. The flesh has tightened around it. After it was 
stabbed, the dragon’s own life energy restored the damaged 
cells and locked the rod in place. But it couldn’t repair the 
damage to the vital organ, and—” 

“Tt died. Then this must be the cause of death. This was 
clearly murder,” Ed growled, crossing his arms. “A dragon’s 
magical power is incomparable. No dragon can ever be 
killed by magic. Which means the only way to kill one is 
like this, by physical means.” 

“That’s absurd!” the major roared. “This is a dragon! 
There’s no way it could have been killed so easily!” he in- 
sisted. 

He had mentioned meeting a dragon once before. His ex- 
perience must have been jarringly different from the reality 
before us. 

It was as if his very outlook on life had been turned upside 
down. The incident defied all logic. 


The major’s irritation did not subside, even now that our 
journey had begun. 

He shook even as he sat astride his horse racing across the 
wasteland. Ina strangled voice, he cried, “I don’t even know 


what to think.” 
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“The reality is, the dragon was murdered! Nothing can 


change that fact, Heath.” 

“I know, I know. But...” 

It seemed that the major had the utmost respect for the 
dragons’ total isolation. That one had been so brutally mur- 
dered had shocked him deeply. 

I couldn’t bear to watch him like this, so I spoke up. “B- 
but isn’t the real problem what to do about the ‘killer’? That 
seems more important than the mystery of the dragon's 
death.” 

Exactly as we had promised Romiazalth, we had to reveal 
the identity of the murderer to the world. We had promised 
nothing about figuring out how the dragon had been killed. 
I could see no reason to worry about it. 

I thought I had said something important, but Ed said 
scornfully, “We'll have time for that once we solve the mys- 
tery!” 

“Huh?” I stared at him blankly. 

My horse stopped. The major and Ed stopped with me. 

“That’s a harsh way to put it,” the major said, with a com- 
plete lack of surprise. “Captain Riskassé was worried about 
you.” 

“Uh...um...” I stammered, feeling a little left out. | 
had missed a beat in the conversation. 

“No, you were perfectly justified in thinking that. He’s al- 
ways like this.” The major nodded, then, glaring sideways at 
Ed, proceeded to explain. “When he talks like that, in that 
dubious tone—as if he’s hiding something—everyone as- 
sumes he has some cunning plan up his sleeve. But, in actu- 
ality, he is quite simply telling the truth. He means every 
word that he said.” 
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“Really?” I asked. 

“They asked him if he could possibly stop someone who 
had the power to kill a dragon, right? And he replied in the 
affirmative. Meaning exactly, precisely, unmistakably, that 
he intended to do just that.” The major sighed. 

My mind went blank. “So...So... th-then...” 

“I never lie!” Ed said innocently. At that moment, he 
sounded completely untrustworthy. But . . . 

“See?” the major said, sighing. 

But... But that meant . . . with that thing that had been 
etched on him, then... 

“B-but this could cost you your life!” I cried, staring at the 
back of Ed’s left hand. A blood-red Crest of Death had been 
etched on it. 

The wasteland sucked away my voice. It vanished with- 
out leaving an echo. 

A long silence followed. 

“Yeah, well, let’s get moving, then. Can’t do anything 
standing here,” Ed said, and spurred his horse onward. 

I stared after him, my mouth still hanging wide open. 

“Come, Captain Riskassé,” the major urged, and at last I 
calmed down a little. 

“Wh-what kind of man is he?” 

“He is exactly as he seems. Certain things happened a 
long time ago. He has a tendency not to value his own life 
overmuch. But I will not let him die,” the major said firmly. 
“Whether or not we solve this case, the world needs him too 
much.” I wondered how many times he’d made this speech. 
“Markwhistle must live, so that we can end all wars.” 

“R-right. I'm sorry. I just . ..” Ashamed, I felt very shal- 
low. 
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But the major insisted, “There is nothing to apologize for! 
No matter how you look at it, this is all his fault!” He 
winked at me. 

I laughed. 

“Let’s catch up with him.” 

“Good idea!” 

The major and I got our horses moving and galloped off 
after Ed. 

In retrospect, this was our relationship in a nutshell. Ed 
raced on ahead, and the major and I struggled to keep up. At 
the time, I still did not understand just how much this Ed- 
warth Thizwerks Markwhistle despised and hated the killer. 
I did not know why he wore a mask. In fact, I knew nothing 
about him. 
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Princess Tsukushi was sick to death of her boring life. 

“Augh! I’m so bored! Bored! Please let something inter- 
esting happen,” she grumbled as she lay in bed, flipping 
through the pages of a book. The entire top floor of this 
tower was her private domain. 

She liked this particular book, but she’d already read it at 
least ten times, and it lacked a certain novelty. 

“ _. our thoughts, in and of themselves, have no mean- 
ing. It is only when we begin to consider why our thoughts 
do not match the world around us that they begin to have 
meaning.” 

The book was full of lines like this, which she sort of un- 
derstood and sort of didn’t. It was written in Nassas, not her 
native language, but she was barely reading any of the actual 
text in any case. Her attention was focused on the cryptic 
code written down the side. 

It was a scholar’s book, its subject the field of periphery 
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interference. Periphery interference was the study of 
unidentified objects found in old ruins or in the mountains 
somewhere (she was not sure exactly where); PI specialists 
worked to discover the origin of such objects. But this pur- 
suit was quite different from archaeology, which aimed to 
uncover a civilization’s past. Periphery interference was sim- 
ilar, except that each inquiry began with figuring out anew 
exactly what it was that was being studied. More even than 
archaeology, periphery interference was like grasping at 
clouds. 

Among the many such objects PI scholars had discovered 
was what appeared to be ancient writings. These had been 

_studied, translated, and then published in the book the 
princess was now reading. The cover was rather plain, and 
the only illustrations were functional figures related to the 
information. The book was not widely available. Her uncle 
had dabbled in periphery interference as a sort of hobby, and 
when he had died six months earlier, she had claimed the 
book as a memento. While she had neither particularly 
loved nor hated her womanizing uncle, she had always liked 
this book. 

Running her eyes along the rows of undeciphered code— 
like a sorcerer’s spell rendered in writing—gave her a strange 
feeling of satisfaction. Surely, the code had some sort of 
meaning, could be deciphered, but that meaning could only 
be guessed at. No one would ever know it for certain. Some- 
thing about the mystery appealed to her. 

She didn’t know why. And Princess Tsukushi did not 
have the sort of disposition that was given to thinking over- 
much on such subjects. 

Although the princess enjoyed gazing at the code, this 
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enjoyment was still not quite enough to staunch the steady 
stream of complaints that poured from her mouth. 

“Abhbhhbh. .. I’m so bored. ... Nothing ever changes 
around here.” 

She glanced absently out of the tower. 

“Mm?” 

The castle garden was filling with rather grim-looking 
imperial guards. They were fully armed and in formation. 

“Mm? Mmmm?” 

As she watched them, her eyes glittered. And then, just a 
moment later, she turned and bolted out of her room. 

She was down the stairs in a second and burst into the 
room of her chief bodyguard, Yamagi. 

Yamagi and his subordinates were all waiting there, 
clearly in the middle of an important meeting. 

“Yamagi! Everyone! What’s happening in the garden?” 

The princess’s curiosity seemed to make them all quite 
apprehensive. 

“N-nothing important, Your Highness,” one guard tried 
vainly. 

The princess ignored him. “His Majesty's birthday cele- 
bration may be tomorrow, but that does not look like dress 
armor to me. What's going on?” she said, glaring directly at 
Yamagi. 

Such directness was not out of character for the princess. 
It was one reason why they all adored her. However, in this 
particular case, her frankness was unwelcome. 

It left Yamagi no options. “They’ve been mobilized,” Ya- 
magi said. 

“Without my knowledge? Were those not my guards?” 
she said. She fully intended to be as mean as she sounded. 
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“Our orders came directly from General Magitone,” Yam- 
agi said truthfully. 

“Of course they did. What did those orders say? Unless 
that is confidential as well.” 

“No, we were just told to keep it quiet.” 

“So I am not to be trusted?” 

“?’m sure no such meaning was—” 

“No, I think I shall not stand for this. You are still techni- 
cally my guards, and if my guards are unable to trust the very 
person they guard, then you know what that means.” She 
smiled at everyone. They all looked guilty to her. Then it 
seemed as if the princess had been struck by an idea, and she 
suddenly looked very grave. “Or is the situation so serious it 
is beyond your capacity to handle it? And the regent is forc- 
ing you to handle it anyway? Say the word and | shall go to 
him directly and have these orders revoked!” 

She spoke with such kindness, one of the guards blurted 
out, “No, it’s not like that. We’re just being cautious, since it 
is the Wind Knight. ” No sooner had the words left his 
mouth than he’d realized his mistake. 

Once again, the princess looked intensely curious. “The 
Wind Knight? The famous hero? Heath Cliff, or whatever 
his name is? He’s here?” 

The guard covered his mouth with both hands, but it was 
too late. She’d got him. 

This princess really is a handful, Yamagi thought, but at the 
same time he felt a certain pleasure and relief, a faith in her 
ability to overlook nothing. 

“Yes,” he said, finally spilling the beans. “We don’t know 
why he’s here yet, but he belongs to the Seven Seas Al- 
liance. He must be on a mission for it. Our orders are to find 
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out what. We also have information he is traveling with a 
field arbitrator.” 

“A field arbitrator? They say they will do anything to stop 
a war if the Seven Seas Alliance deems it beneficial. Why 
would someone like that be here, where there is no war?” 
The princess looked serious now. “Now this is interesting. I 
very much wish to meet them.” 

“Princess, this goes without saying, but please consider 
doing so only after we have confirmed that it is safe.” 

“Yes, yes, I can wait that long,” she said with a childish 


grin. 


“Your guarantee shall be your life!” the old man said in sin- 
ister tones. “We will perform a ritual in case you do not re- 
turn here within the time limit you yourself have 
proposed—one month. If you refuse to perform this ritual, 
we will not accept your proposal.” 

“Hmph,” the masked man replied. The mask covered half 
his face, and he tapped it with his finger. “You must mean 
the ‘Crest of Death’ from black tradition? Someone in this 
area still uses it?” 

“I do.” The old man grinned. 

“I see, I see. But how long does it take? Frankly, we have 
very little time,” the masked man said, and all the men 
around him burst out laughing. They had taken his words as 
an attempt to hide his true reaction to the old man’s pro- 
posal. 

“No time at all! We can do it right away.” The old man 
thrust out his arms. They looked like withered tree limbs. 
“Give me your hand.” 
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The masked man held his arm out toward the older man. 

“No, palm down.” 

He did as he was told. 

The old man put his fingertips so close to the skin of the 
man’s hand that they were almost touching, and he began 
muttering a spell under his breath. 

Silence. And then a scorpion appeared out of thin air on 
the back of the man’s hand. This scorpion was not real. The 
spell simply produced an illusion: The scorpion appeared 
real only to human eyes. But it was so vivid everyone there 
gasped. 

The masked man himself was unfazed. 

The sorcerer continued his muttered chant. The scorpion 
raised its poison tail and with this tail stabbed the man in 
the back of the hand. 

Ed’s face twitched at the sudden pain. 

As the scorpion injected its poison, it shrank. As if trans- 
ferring air from one balloon to another, just as the scorpion 
shrank, its image on the back of the man’s hand flattened 
out into a crest. 

At last, the scorpion was completely gone, and only the 
red crest on the man’s hand remained. 

“That is a poisonous claw dug into your very soul,” the 
old man said, in quite a pleasant tone of voice. “The poison 
is completely harmless now, but the claw will grow steadily 
and reach full strength one month from now, at which time 
it will explode. Then your soul will be infected with this poi- 
son, eaten by the curse, and you will die instantly.” 

The masked man showed no visible reaction to this in- 
credibly ominous declaration. He merely stroked the red 
mark and whispered, “I see.” 
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“One month! To be exact, thirty-three days, three hours, 
three minutes, and thirty-three seconds, though time is al- 
ready ticking, so it is even less than that now. You must re- 
turn here before the spell matures. The moment you fail to 
meet this condition, your life will be extinguished and your 
soul forever cursed, doomed to suffer from insatiable thirst 
for all eternity.” 

“Ha-ha! Is that really true? Never died, so I wouldn’t 
know!” the masked man said, playing the fool to the bitter 
end. But his expression shifted to a puzzled frown. “That re- 
minds me.” He turned to the person standing next to the old 
man. 

“Me?” 

“Exactly, you. The man who let us into the cave.” 

“What?” 

“You're a doctor, right? When we went to get permission, 
you were tending to a badly burned baby, right?” 

“What about it?” 

“How is it doing? I said I was concerned for its well-being, 
so it is only natural to inquire about its progress.” 

“It’s fine. Out of danger, on the road to recovery. It should 
be healthy soon enough. No need for any help. You should 
be more concerned about your own life.” The doctor 
grinned. 

“Pshaw! I’ve got a whole month!” the masked man said 
airily. 

Everyone there cackled at this. 

“A month? A whole month?” 

“Do you really think you have enough time?” 

Their faces were turning red. The same color as the scor- 
Pion crest. 
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“You're finished!” 

“No hope left!” 

“The dragon’s killer?” 

“How can you ever find that?” 

“Will you ever learn?” 

“It’s useless to even try!” 

“He-he-he-he-he-he-he-he-he-he-he-he!” 

“He-heeeeee!” 

The masked man’s body began to shake and convulse, the 
red crest on his hand consuming his entire body. 

“Ah...ahhhh!” He turned slowly toward me, his face 
no longer human. It had fused with the mask, and he had 
become a giant scorpion. 

“So, this is death!” the scorpion said, with a satisfied air. 
Its body swelled like a balloon and a moment later exploded, 
torn to pieces. 

When I saw that, I screamed and... 


... woke up. 

] gazed up at the ceiling—the ceiling of the room we had 
secured the day before. I was definitely not in that dark hall 
in Romiazalth where that terrifying ritual had taken place. 
Morning sunshine streamed in through the window, and in 
the distance, birds were singing. 

I sighed. The feeling of the dream lingered. | shook my 
head and forced myself upright. 

The three of us, Reizé Riskassé (me), Major Heathrow, 
and Ed, had already been traveling for three days and had 
reached the Duchy of Saint Harouran. 

The country was near the frontier but had a long and glo- 
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beautiful princess who lived in a tower here. We had arrived 
the night before and secured lodgings. 

“Ack,” I said, shaking my still-spinning head as I went 
downstairs to the inn’s dining room. It was still a little early 
for breakfast, but I figured I could at least get something to 
drink. 

Ed was already there. I was still half asleep, but he was 
well-groomed and, yes, wearing his mask. 

“Ah, good morning, Miss Reizé. Did you sleep well?” he 
said with a pleasant smile. 

I was too sleepy to reply at first. I’d observed him carefully 
on our travels, and, as I suspected, he wore the mask all day 
long. I had no idea if he did so even while asleep, since our 
rooms were, naturally, separate. 

He was sipping, from a cup borrowed from the inn, tea 
brewed from his store of Remi tea leaves he’d carried along 
with him. He’d brewed it himself on the inn’s stove. 

“Good morning. Were you able to sleep at all, Ed?” I said, 
sounding a little jealous. My envy was understandable. 
While I was being tormented by nightmares, the man in 
question appeared to be wholly unaffected. 

We had not made much progress on our journey, but we 
had already met one of the six suspects (though it was not at 
all certain if the killer was among them). This particular sus- 
pect was clearly innocent. 

He was a painter and self-described “adventurer”; he spe- 
cialized in pictures of unusual landscapes, which he sold for 
high prices. Ed and I had posed as buyers and met with him 
(the adventurer knew what the major looked like, so 
Kristoff had kept his distance) and convinced him to show 
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us the painting he’d made of the dragon. “The price isn't 
fixed yet, so consider yourselves lucky,” he made a big show 
of saying. But just one glance at this portrait was enough to 
silence my doubts. 

The “dragon” in the painting had three heads. Each head 
had the face of a giant lizard, not one of which showed any 
sign of intelligence. The picture looked nothing like a real 
dragon. 

It hardly took a genius to figure out what that meant. 
This “adventurer” had only done the paperwork to see the 
dragon but had been too afraid to actually go and see it. 

While one needed permission to enter the cave, it could 
happen, as it had with us, that the guard would grant that 
permission and yet not bother to accompany the visitor very 
far into the cave. The dragon could sense the guard ap- 
proaching. So it was quite possible to turn back halfway, be- 
fore you reached the dragon’s resting place. Only the dragon 
would ever know you had, and the dragon was hardly likely 
to bother telling anyone else about your cowardice. No one 
would ever know. 

Unless you did something dumb, like trying to sell a pic- 
ture of your alleged “sighting.” 

“Ts that what a dragon looks like!?” Ed made a show of 
being impressed, but I wanted to spin on my heel and beat 
the painter toa pulp for his total lack of manners. If we had 
not been in disguise, I probably would have. 

So we had hurried on to the Duchy of Saint Harouran, 
where the next suspect lived. 

“Want some?” Ed asked, handing me a cup. He looked so 
at home, it was as if he’d been staying here every night for 
years. 
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“Thank you,” I said, hoping it would clear my foggy head. 
The tea was good. 

But that he could just go around calmly making his good 
tea got on my nerves. 

“So, Ed, I’ve been thinking.” 

“Yes, yes.” 

I checked to make sure no one else was around and then 
asked, “What reason might the killer have had for killing 
the dragon?” 

“It is as I said—” 

“I know you said we could think about motive later, but I 
can’t agree with you. There can’t be that many people who 
have a reason to kill a dragon.” My voice was quiet, but my 
tone was clear and forceful. Even if he wouldn’t take this 
question seriously, I was. 

But Ed remained carefree despite my efforts. “Not neces- 
sarily. Just about everyone has a reason or two to kill a 
dragon. Even you,” he said. 

“I do?” 

“You are a talented individual. That’s why you were cho- 
sen to be a special operations officer despite your youth. But 
the fact that you are a woman in Katahta means you are au- 
tomatically looked down upon. Even as a special operations 
officer, there is no clear road to promotion ahead of you. You 
are hardly satisfied with this and are looking for a way to 
show your ability to the fullest potential. So let’s say you de- 
cided to kill a dragon and let the whole world know who you 
are—see? We could say something like that. To anyone 
other than Heath and me, there is no real proof you aren’t 
the killer, Everyone has motive. It’s human nature.” 

“That's bullshit,” I insisted, but even I could tell my voice 
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wasn’t strong enough. He’d hit me where it hurt. 

“While I’m bullshitting, I have a motive, too. I may have 
been chosen to be a field arbitrator, but this arbitration may 
never succeed. That would make me look very bad. Since 
the dragon was a condition for the arbitration’s success, if it 
died before it even took place .. . Since it was not my idea 
to hold the arbitration in the dragon’s vicinity, it’s hardly my 
fault if the negotiations fall apart.” He grinned. 

“That doesn’t make sense.” 

“But from an objective perspective, it does. There is no 
proof. Naturally, you would vouch for me, but your word 
would never be enough. The situation is far too serious for 
that. We need hard evidence. Which is exactly why we first 
have to figure out how the dragon was killed.” 

“B-but, the way things are now, you'll...” I looked at 
Ed’s right hand. He was wearing a glove, but I knew the red 
scorpion crest was still there. 

Chipping away at his life, piece by piece. 

Remembering my nightmare, | shuddered. 

“Are you cold? Did you catch something, sleeping in a 
strange bed? That will never do,” Ed said, with obstinate 
cheer. 

L almost went for him but stopped myself, grinding my 
teeth. 

At which point Ed said, “Instead of asking why anyone 
would want to kill a dragon, I think it would be far more 
meaningful to ask why the dragon thought it should be 
killed.” 

He took a long sip of tea. “That’s another goal of this 
journey. We will ask everyone who met the dragon what im- 
pression it made on them. Even if that impression was no 
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more than ‘The dragon was so frightening I ran away.” He 
gave mea naughty wink. He had most certainly detected my 
disgust with our first suspect. 

“Is that why we have to talk to everyone who met the 
dragon?” Though Ed sounded awfully convincing, I couldn’t 
shake the feeling that his method was a roundabout way of 
solving the mystery. I found myself trying to figure out if 
there was any way I could convince him to adopt more prac- 
tical methods. His personality might be a little warped, and 
every time I said what I thought, he would wriggle out of it, 
but I had to try something. “It might be a little hard to meet 
the man this time.” 

“Yeah, we won't be able to disguise ourselves. We'll have 
to leave it up to Heath.” 

Now that he mentioned it, I looked around me. 

The major and Ed were always together (or seemed as 
though they were) but not today. 

“Heath is still getting dressed. It takes a while. He’s not 
very good at this sort of thing.” 

Dressed? I frowned. 

Hurried footsteps from outside preceded the sudden en- 
trance of the elderly innkeeper, frothing at the mouth. 
“What have you people done?” he shouted. 

Ed and I looked at each other. 

“We haven’t done much of anything yet,” Ed said. 

The innkeeper wailed, “The guards are here! The imper- 
ial guard, the royal family’s personal bodyguards!” 

I was shocked. Did they know? 

I looked at Ed, but he was perfectly calm. “They aren’t 
here to kill us, are they? They just said they wanted to meet 
us,” he said. 
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This mollified the innkeeper somewhat. But still he 
asked, “T-true enough. But what would the imperial guard 
want with a couple of low-rent travelers like you??” 

Not a particularly nice way of putting it, but understand- 
able. Ed and I were both wearing rather shabby clothing de- 
signed for hard travel, and Ed’s mask was covered in dirt. We 
looked pretty down on our luck. We had even brought our 
own tea, which was usually a sure sign of not having any 
money. (In Ed’s case, it was only because he liked this par- 
ticular type of tea.) 

“They aren’t asking to speak to the two of us.” 

“Then .. . the big man?” 

No sooner were the words out of his mouth than the 
clomp of military boots came from the hallway. 

I swallowed nervously and turned toward the door. 

Three Harouran soldiers swept in as if they owned the 
place. They were rude in that way so common to those who 
work for some very important person. Their armor was sim- 
ple and shone with a silvery gleam. 

“Where is the Wind Knight?” one shouted, in a tone of 
voice intended to intimidate. The room was very small. 
We'll hear you just fine even if you don’t shout, I thought, an- 
noyed. 

They noticed my frown, and one came glittering toward 
me. 

“You his woman?” he asked with a ferocious glare. 

“And who might you be?” I asked, despite the fact that 
the innkeeper had told us just a moment before. My tone 
was intentionally barbed. I despise those who use their au- 
thority as a pretext to throw their weight around. 

“We are the Sixty-seventh Platoon of the Fourth Impet- 
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ial Guard of the Duchy of Saint Harouran. We know Heath- 
cliff Kristoff is here. Bring him forward.” 

“When asking for a favor, it is customary to show a little 
more respect.” 

“Oh? So did he seduce you that easily?” 

Isnapped. “Say that again,” I said, rising to my feet. “The 
major and I are... What, exactly, are you implying?” 

Picking up on my anger, the soldiers frowned. “You look- 
ing for a fight, woman?” 

“Call me ‘woman’ again and see if | am,” | said. I was 
angry, but not too angry to think straight. 

If I made too much trouble here, my traveling compan- 
ion, Ed, would not be allowed to speak to the witness. This 
was my chance to help. I could use these soldiers. 

Of course, mostly I’m just ticked off. 

A soldier thrust out his arm to knock me over. He was 
still under the impression I was no more than an ordinary 
peasant woman. Because, in an instant, I'd gotten a grip on 
his arm and he was flying through the air. 

Before he could even figure out what was happening, he 
slammed headfirst into a table. 

There was a crash, and everything on the table bounced. 

“What have you done?” the innkeeper shrieked. 

I glanced in his direction and found that Ed had at some 
point taken the teapot and his cup off the table and was 
keeping them out of harm’s way. He winked at me. “Good 
luck!” he said brightly The situation didn’t seem to faze him 
in the slightest. But he also seemed disinclined to pitch in. 

Does he know? I thought, but with the next solider already 
on the attack, I had no time to say anything to Ed. 

I just barely managed to dodge the punch that came fly- 
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ing toward me, and kicked the soldier’s legs out from under 
him. As he fell over, 1 grabbed him and used his body to 
block the kick the third soldier was attempting, It hit my 
“shield” in the stomach. 

“Guh!” Decorative armor has plate only around the 
chest. This left his stomach completely vulnerable, and the 
blow from his own companion was strong enough to knock 
him out. 

The kicker jumped backward, aghast. Of the three men, 
he was the only one still standing. It had been the work of 
mere seconds. He was clearly starting to lose control. It was 
the very same soldier who had only a moment before ac- 
cused me of seducing the Wind Knight. 

“R-right!” he said, and drew his sword. 

My expression grew tenser as well. “You drew your sword. 
That means you’ve just given me permission to kill you,” 
said quietly. 

He didn’t back down. 

“I hadn’t planned on killing you, but-if you prefer 
death... I’m sure the innkeeper will testify that you drew 
first.” 

The innkeeper gave a little yelp from where he sat hud- 
dled in the corner. 

“Silence! I will not stand for this insult!” the soldier 
roared. 

Dang, I thought. If worst came to worst, | was going to 
have to cut one of his arms off, but I would really prefer not 
to do anything so extreme. 

I reached out my hand to draw the short sword I had 
strapped to the back of my hip... 

...and the air in the room shook. To us, it felt like a vi 
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bration, like a tremor. But it was a voice, and both of us 
knew what that sound meant. Or rather, we felt it so deeply 
that we understood its meaning in our very flesh. The voice 
said: 

“Stop.” 

All tension between the soldier and me melted away, and 
we both turned toward the voice. 

A man was standing in the doorway. 

He wore the proper ceremonial dress of the Seven Seas 
Alliance. Over the uniform of his own country, Lileiz, he 
wore the formal cloak of a Seven Seas Alliance cooperator. 
It was black and red, a design that was at once soothing and 
strong. But the man wearing it looked even stronger . . . and 
bigger. 

“Stop. The battle is already decided,” Heathrow Kristoff 
stepped between the Harouran soldier and me. His tone was 
both calm and insistent. His pace was slow but his guard per- 
fect. I remembered now: Ed had mentioned that he was get- 
ting dressed. He had meant these clothes. He was dressed to 
make a formal request of the Harouran government. 

He had dignity and presence. I never expected clothes 
like this to look so natural on the major, and I couldn’t stop 
looking at him. 

“Th-the Wind Knight?” the Harouran soldier stammered. 
Unlike me, he was clearly terrified. Even he could tell he 
was out of his league. “Wh-why did you come to this coun- 
try” 

“See? You should have asked that first,” the major said, 
glaring at him. “Instead of insulting my traveling compan- 
ions without cause, you ought to have simply approached 
me first. You would have escaped without injury.” 
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There was anger in his voice. A different kind of anger 
from mine: I had training, but he had been on battlefields. 
He was a true warrior. 

The soldier’s face went white. 

I gulped. Suddenly my own behavior seemed so very 
childish. 

“M-Major, I was—” I tried to say. 

But a voice cut me off. “No, Heath, that’s not what hap- 
pened,” Ed said, refilling his teacup from the pot. “These 
men were simply getting a lesson in hand-to-hand combat 
from Miss Reizé in order to pleasantly fritter away the time 
while you were changing. Right?” Ed winked at the 
Harouran soldiers. 

Despite having announced his inability to stand for any 
insult a moment before, the soldier quickly said, “Y-yes! W- 
we could tell how skilled she was a-and got a little carried 
away.” 

‘Right, Miss Reizé?” 

It was my turn. I wasn’t sure what to do, but for lack of 
any better option, I nodded. “Yes, well .. .” 

“Right, Innkeeper?” he said, smiling at the cowering old 
man in the corner. 

“Y-yes sir,” he yelped, leaping to his feet and standing at 
attention. 

“That’s all that happened. Well, that’s all we’re admitting 
happened.” The masked man shrugged. 

“Hmph. So be it. If Captain Riskassé agrees.” The major 
sighed. “Sorry for all the trouble. You there,” he said, ad- 
dressing the Harouran soldier. “We came here to speak to 
Lord Sukenoretsu. We wish to meet him. This is a formal re- 
quest by the Seven Seas Alliance. You will convey this re- 
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quest to your superiors?” 

The sad little soldier could only nod vigorously. 

I looked at Ed. 

He was casually sipping tea. 

But . .. he had so easily upset my plans, and everything 
had gone his way. My efforts had been in vain. 

Did he know what I was trying to do all along and let me go 
ahead? 

I found it hard to believe he had known. But still, it 
nagged at me, and I was cross for hours. 


We were led to the Harouran imperial palace but were not 
made to feel welcome. Instead, we were interrogated. 

The ceiling was three stories tall, the room was huge, and 
the walls were lined with guards. A head guard, who gave 
his name as Yamagi, addressed us first: “Sir Kristoff, why do 
you wish to meet with Lord Sukenoretsu?” 

‘We shall discuss that with Lord Sukenoretsu himself,” 
the major said, unmoved. That he was surrounded by armed 
men seemed not in the least to shake his strength of will. 
Having him by my side made it easy for me to stay calm as 
well. 

“But we, the imperial guard, must put our lord’s safety be- 
fore all other things. Without knowing the purpose of your 
visit, we can’t allow you to meet him.” 

“Are those His Grace’s-own instructions?” 

“N-no, they aren’t,” Yamagi said, rattled. 

“We have not come to harm your master in any way. Nor 
are we here in a military capacity. We wish only to speak 
with him privately about a small matter involving Romi- 
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azalth.” 

At the major’s words, Yamagi’s face crumpled. “Romi- 
azalth? Is it about the dragon?” 

I twitched. 

But he continued, “I don’t know what the dragon was 
thinking, but that monster has no connection to our coun- 
try, and we have nothing to talk about.” 

He looked unhappy. But his words clearly meant that he 
had no idea the dragon was dead. And we had no reason to 
assume he knew this fact and was hiding his knowledge of it. 

So they don’t know everything, I thought. Apparently. 

But then Ed did something that completely contradicted 
my way of thinking. 

He asked bluntly, “Do you have some sort of grudge 
against the dragon?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Exactly as I said. Judging from your statement, it seems 
evident you do not think very highly of the dragon. And 
why is that? And is your opinion shared by Lord 
Sukenoretsu?” 

This man was interested in nothing that did not relate to 
the dragon. 

“J see no reason to discuss that with you!” Yamagi said 
emotionally. 

Something was clearly going on. 

“May I take that to mean you do not wish to tell us, Sir 
Yamagi?” the major said quietly. Behind his words was the 
merest trace of a threat. 

Yamagi clammed up. 

Suddenly, a high, clear laugh echoed through the room, 
sweeping away the tension. 
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We all turned and found a girl standing there. Around 
seventeen years old, she had short hair and a face as pretty 
as a doll’s. And she seemed extremely energetic. 

It took me a minute. 

“What an interesting conversation you’re having, Yam- 
agi,” she said. Her voice did not match her doll-like appear- 
ance. She had a haughty manner that seemed entirely 
natural; it was no mere performance. And when I saw Yam- 
agi’s expression, I knew it for certain. 

This girl was... 

“Y-Your Highness!” Yamagi cried, leaping to his feet. 

Princess Tsukushi. I think that was her name. It was she 
who had inspired all those legends of the beautiful princess 
living in a tower in Harouran. Yamagi’s reaction made it 
clear that it was indeed this fabled princess. But . . . 

The major frowned, his face tense. He was clearly just as 
sure she was the real princess as I was, and with this knowl- 
edge came a question. The same question had occurred to 
me, but I didn’t know the answer. I glanced at Ed, but his ex- 
pression hadn’t changed at all. 

She approached us, ignoring our reactions. “Are you the 
Wind Knight?” the princess asked. 

“Yes. Do I have the honor of addressing Princess 
Tsukushi?” 

“You do. How did you know?” 

“Your reputation precedes you, Your Highness.” 

“Hmm... Then people know who I am,” the princess 
said, nodding to herself with evident satisfaction. “And you 
hoped to meet Lord Sukenoretsu?” 

“Yes, Your Highness. Very much.” 

“T’m afraid it’s quite impossible.” 
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“Why is that? Even though we are able to meet with the 
princess?” 

“My uncle is dead,” she said bluntly. 

We were shocked. 

“He died six months ago. You can’t meet with the dead, 
and they will never speak to you. Correct?” 

While we stood there stunned, Yamagi cut in frantically. 
“P_Princess! We have been forbidden by the general to share 
that knowledge with outsiders!” 

“But rather than have the Seven Seas Alliance uncover 
the secret, would it not be more painless to simply tell them 
the truth? And...” The princess grinned, glancing at us. 
The major was extremely well dressed, but Ed and I looked 
like ordinary and fairly shabby travelers. Meanwhile, the 
princess was clad in a beautiful silvery white outfit; its cut 
was so expert it fit her body perfectly and yet allowed her to 
move with pure grace and ease. 

I could feel my cheeks burning. 

“... they are clearly working in secret. If we ask them to 
keep this fact to themselves, they will . . . for the moment, 
in any case. Am I correct?” 

The major had recovered from his shock. “We will coop- 
erate as much as possible, but I can make no promises unless 
we are told how the lord met his end.” 

The princess shook her head slightly. “A tiresome sort of 
death,” she said. “He was stabbed by a woman. We aren’t 
sure why, but surely it was a crime of passion.” 

“N-not the expression I would use,” Yamagi cut in, 
alarmed by the princess’ honesty. “When the lord returned 
from his travels, he had changed—” 

“Travels? You mean, after he met the dragon?” Ed asked 
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immediately. 

“Yes, exactly. Before that, the lord was . .. How can I put 
this... ? With women, he was—” 

“He was a disgusting man with no head for women or 
money,” the princess said, frank as ever. 

Yamagi made to protest, but Ed cut him off. “But that 
changed after he met the dragon?” 

“Yes. According to my uncle, he had no good reason for 
wanting to meet this dragon. He thought it would be an ad- 
venture, thought it would make girls fall for him, and since 
he happened to be in Romiazalth anyway, why not just 
swing by? Frivolous reasons. But the result was dramatic.” 

“What happened specifically?” 

“Now that is a question. Let’s see .. . Do any of you have 
something worth believing in?” 

This confused all of us. 

She continued. “My uncle said, ‘Our world rests on the 
dragons’ shoulders. 

Compared with them, my life is nothing more than an 
embarrassment. All my life 1 had never found anything 
worth believing in. And now I have to make up for that.” 
The princess grinned mischievously. “Any idea what that 
means?” 

Having no answer, we remained silent. 

“The meaning eludes me, too,” she admitted. “Though 
something tells me it was a good thing to say.” 

The major spoke up. “I think I understand.” 

The princess’s head snapped toward him. “Then you have 
also met a dragon, Wind Knight?” 

“Yes, Not that it deigned to speak much to me.” 

“But you felt something anyway. The same thing my 
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uncle felt?” 

“T don’t know, but...” The major took a deep breath. 
“But I am sure the lord was completely serious.” 

“Serious .. . Do you hear that, Yamagi?” the princess said, 
glancing at her chief guard. He looked guilty. He had clearly 
expressed his doubts about the lord’s sincerity at some point, 
before or after his death. “So you have something worth be- 
lieving in, Wind Knight?” 

“Not yet,” the major said instantly. 

“Awfully quick to answer, aren’t you? The laws of your 
Seven Seas Alliance not enough for you?” 

“Tt is an assignment. I carry out my duties, but | never 
pledged it my soul.” 

Depending on how you chose to take it, the major’s dec- 
laration was highly improper. 

The princess laughed. “A knightly answer! So you have 
not yet found a master worth serving?” 

“Perhaps not. Or I am still searching. I do not know 
which.” 

“] am jealous. I am not given the luxury of thinking like 
that,” the princess said, staring at the majot as if looking at 
a bright light. Her expression alarmed me. 

“So, how was the lord killed?” the major said, getting 
back to the point. 

The princess chuckled. “Being a better man was bad for 
him. One of the women he’d been playing around with was 
unable to bear the change in his attitude. Or pethaps she 
had genuinely loved my uncle as he used to be. Once he lost 
interest in women, she could no longer see him, and loneli- 
ness drove her over the brink. Something like that anyway. 
Sadly, her motive is lost to us forever. She killed herself, 
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poor thing,” she said sadly. She spoke as if she felt some sym- 
pathy for the killer. 

“That's very kind of you,” the major said. 

The princess narrowed her eyes. “If I decide I like you, 
what do you say? Will you serve me?” 

“’m in the middle of a mission.” 

“] was joking, of course. You see, |...” 

It was as if the two of them were in their own space, 
which none of the rest of us could step into. I waited, feeling 
unbearably powerless. 

But once again, Ed shattered the mood. Ignoring the flow 
of conversation entirely, he suddenly said, in a strained 
voice, “Th-then the lord spoke with the dragon? You're 
sure? He met the dragon, and it spoke to him?” His tone was 
insistent. 

The princess said, “Assuming he was telling the truth.” 

Ed tapped the edge of his mask with his finger. “So that 
means...No, that’s completely impossible. In which 
case .. .” He began muttering to himself. As if he had com- 
pletely forgotten that he was standing before the princess 
and surrounded by her guards. 

“Mm? What’s impossible?” the princess asked, but natu- 
rally, Ed didn’t answer. He was lost in thought and was no 
longer capable of reacting to anything that happened 
around him. 

“.., but that leads nowhere . . .” he muttered. 

“You there! The princess asked a question!” Yamagi 
toared, but Ed didn’t even flinch. 

The princess grinned. “Let him be. It takes an unusual 
person to be a field arbitrator. Which is precisely why the 
world needs them. Needs them more than royalty. We are 
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“Y-Your Highness! Please don’t say that!” 

“Ah, I do beg your pardon. A little slip of the tongue,” 
she said unapologetically. “I am sure you will forget you ever 
heard it. In exchange, | will vow never to tell anyone that 
you were ever here.” 

Despite my carlier feeling, I found myself starting to like 
this princess. She gave an impression of being very straight- 
forward, as if it annoyed her immensely when things weren't 
set right. 

But if Lord Sukenoretsu was no longer a suspect in the 
dragonslaying, as it seemed, then we had lost any reason to 
be here. 

“We thank you, Princess Tsukushi. We shall not inform 
the Seven Seas Alliance of Lord Sukenoretsu’s condition.” 

“To be honest, I’d rather you did tell them, personally. It’s 
an insult to the dead to keep it secret this long.” The 
princess winked. 

Yamagi gave her a pained look. “Please, Your Highness,” 
he said feebly. 

I felt a pain in my chest. Her words were equally applica- 
ble to us. We were acting as if the dragon were still alive, but 
that was a lie. 

We fell silent, except for Ed, who carried on muttering to 
himself. 

“'~\No, but that’s the only thing that makes sense. 
Argh.” He sighed. Whatever information he had gained 
about the dragon here wasn’t falling into place. 

Which meant we no longer had any reason to be here. 
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“But... what does it mean?” 

Having politely refused the princess's offer to put us up in 
the tower, we returned to our rooms, shot one another sig- 
nificant looks, and started thinking aloud. 

“That had to be the real Princess Tsukushi. Clearly not a 
double. Yet...” 

“Yes, exactly. The people around her should be working 
for her safety, yet they let her show herself in front of us. 
She’s not very well protected. That Yamagi is okay, and 
about twenty-three other decent guards, but look how they 
panicked when she walked in. They must have ordered the 
others not to let her through.” 

“Not only that. You... Your body is carrying a highly 
suspicious spell. And yet there was no sign they'd taken pre- 
cautions against such a thing getting close to the princess. 
How can that be? She’s a princess. She stands for the entire 
country! She should never be so poorly defended.” 

“T wonder if Miss Reizé doesn’t know more than either of 
us. Special operations officers are often sent on that kind of 
mission.” 

Both of them looked at me. 

“Well,” I said, hesitating. But there was only one expla- 
nation that made sense, so I had to tell them. “The political 
structure here has changed recently.” 

“The king died, and General Magitone became regent. 
The present ruler, King Shirasagi, is only seven years old,” 
explained Ed. 

“And to clear up the vast debts the previous king left be- 
hind, they must cast away the aesthetics of the past, making 
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things more practical. At least, that’s what General Magi- 
tone is saying. And the area that must be watched the most 
closely is the expenditures of the royal family,” added 
Heathrow. 

Both of them were professionals in this area. They hardly 
needed me to fill in the background. 

“Right .. . But there’s a lot more to it. It's hard to tell if 
this is all General Magitone’s plot or if there are, I dunno, 
weapons merchants backing him. But why are they trim- 
ming expenses? Probably because they're . . .” 

“Getting ready for war,” Ed said when I trailed off. 

I nodded. “It’s a neat trick. It can wipe out all your prob- 
lems in one fell swoop. War . . . It'll even take care of their 
debts. Attack one of the countries, make deals profitable to 
the others, something like that. That’s the basic position 
this country seems to be in now.” 

“And what does this have to do with the princess?” the 
major asked through gritted teeth. I wondered for a second 
if he was worried about her. 

But this was no time for that, so I pushed the thought 
aside and answered calmly. “You can’t have a war if only the 
leaders want it. You need the support of the people. The 
simplest excuse to start a war... is the same reason | was 
sent to Romiazalth.” 

The major gasped. 

Ed sighed. “In your case, they’re not being quite as merci- 
less. Here they are, after all, inventing this pretext entirely 
of their own will. That’s why they were so willing to give a 
rather suspicious band of travelers an audience with the 
princess, Should anything happen to her, their job would 
suddenly become much easier. Am I right?” 
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“The princess is already a legend, and her openness, her 
genuine honesty, must have made her quite popular. If she 
were a direct descendant of the royal line, she’d be queen by 
now. Another very good reason for the regent to want her 
out of his way.” 

We were speaking in level tones, but the major was shak- 
ing, muttering to himself. “But, but that’s...Then... 
That princess's own protectors are trying to kill her!” 

“That’s why she’s so poorly guarded. In a roundabout way, 
they're revealing that they’re prepared to eventually take 
her out. Just as Ed said, it makes it easy for a ‘happy accident’ 
to occur. And... . I think the princess knows she’s in danger. 
She’s keeping quiet only to avoid plunging the country into 
chaos,” I announced. I was completely sure of myself. That 
princess was no innocent. She knew exactly what was going 
on. 

She had said something about being bored. But I had 
thought those words implied she was all too aware of her 
fate. 

“So then we also know why the princess came to see us,” 
Ed said, sighing again. “She wants to meet as many people as 
possible before her time is up. She’s pretending to be cool 
and carefree, but deep down she’s lonely and longs for com- 
pany.” 

Ed seemed to be showing some sort of empathy for 
Princess Tsukushi, which surprised me. I had thought the 
masked man was lacking in that sort of feeling. Perhaps he 
was more sensitive than I’d thought. But, just as I was about 
to revise my opinion of him, Ed said airily, “Oh, well, it’s not 
as if it has anything to do with us. We’ve got places to go! 
And ina hurry! We'll have to let her look after herself.” He 
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shrugged. 

I knew he was right, but even so, it seemed unfair. 

The major didn’t even snark at this display of Ed’s char- 
acteristic callousness. Instead, he stood in silence, hands 
clenched into fists. 


The next day, we left our rooms very early and were sur- 
prised to find the streets already teeming with people. 

“Oh, it’s the king’s birthday celebration. Big national hol- 
iday,” a passerby told us. They'd been preparing for it for 
days, but our rooms were hidden away on a back road where 
there hadn’t been much going on. We’d completely failed to 
notice anything. 

The main roads were jam-packed with people, horses, 
and coaches, and we had to fight through crowds on our way 
to the harbor. 

“Forget getting a cab. We'll have to walk,” I said to the 
major. Ed nodded, but the major just frowned silently, look- 
ing sharply around him. “What?” I asked, but he didn’t an- 
swer. 

He just glared fiercely at what looked to me like an empty 
space. 

“Um...?” I said hesitantly, and looked at Ed. The 
masked man had his face in his hands, as if to say, “Dang, I 
blew it.” 

I was still confused when the major said, “You go on 
ahead.” 

I looked at him in surprise, but Ed just sighed loudly. The 
major never even looked at us. 

“T’ll catch up with you in the harbor. Put this down before 
the ship leaves.” 
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Then he turned on his heel and began walking with as- 
tonishing speed through crowds so dense they ought to have 
hindered his progress. 

“This is the problem with being a really first-rate knight,” 
Ed murmured. 

“What's that?” 

“Looks like he sensed some unnatural vibe in the air 
around us—something that neither of us would ever even 
notice. That’s why I was so insistent that we forget about the 
princess last night, but it looks as though my efforts were in 
vain,” he grumbled. 

I was puzzled. I couldn’t figure what Ed was talking about. 
“What?” 

Ed finally looked at me. “The Wind Knight is off to do 
something crazy, yet again. We'd better follow. Not that 
we'll be able to catch him.” 


Since King Shirasagi was still too young, Princess Tsukushi 
had taken his place on the largest float; it was so large, 
twenty armored horses were required to pull it. During the 
day's birthday ceremony, the float would travel all around 
the imperial city, with the princess atop and waving at the 
crowds. 

“Considering we’re supposed to be cutting costs, we sure 
have spent a lot of money on this.” The princess smiled as 
she looked over the luxurious decorations on the float and 
the expensive tapestries draped over the armored horses. 

“Your Highness, please don’t say such things so loudly,” 
her guard, Yamagi, said, with his patented “I-just-ate-a-bug” 
face. 

Ignoring his consternation, the princess continued 
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brightly, “Ha-ha-ha! Look at these carvings! They're so well 
made! What are they, dragons?” 

She pointed at the winged lizards carved at all four cor. 
ners of the float. Each one of them was twice the size of g 
human and carved so expertly they were almost indistin- 
guishable from the real thing. Only the finest craftsmen 
could have achieved this level of quality—craftsmen who 
would have cost a fortune to hire. 

It is a waste of money, Yamagi thought as he looked over 
the elaborate float. 

The entire float had been prepared by the regent’s men. 
Who usually complained about every expenditure . . . 

On the other hand, Yamagi was of the opinion that these 
kinds of extravagances were only the natural prerogative of 
royalty. He immediately dismissed the matter from his mind. 

“The reason the Wind Knight requested an audience yes- 
terday . . . Perhaps all these dragons mean something?” The 
princess cackled, not making the distinction between drag- 
ons and ordinary winged lizards. The latter were wholly un- 
intelligent, bearing no resemblance to the superior life-form 
that was a dragon. But since very few people knew what the 
dragons looked like, her mistake was understandable. 

A few minutes later, it was time for the float to start mov- 
ing. The oversize frame creaked as it started down the road. 
But it quieted down just a moment later, and the parade 
began on schedule. 

The townspeople were lined up on the side of the road; 
waving flags and shouting “Happy birthday!” The princess 
waved at them with a noble smile. She did this effortlessly. 
It was hard to believe this was the very same same princess + 
who teased her guards so boldly and with such a broad grin- 
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But even then, she had a certain air of majesty about her. 
She always seemed like a princess. 

Perhaps she had a particularly strong self-image. In a 
sense, such a self-image could be enough, in the eyes of the 
citizenry, to grant her the right to rule; the people, after all, 
usually want nothing more from their rulers than unwaver- 
ing strength. But in reality, it was Shirasagi who was king; 
the king was a mere child; and the boy king did whatever 
the general and the ministers wanted him to do. 

This is unbearable, Yamagi thought as he stood behind 
the princess. In his opinion, it was incomprehensible that 
this princess could stand only in secondary succession sim- 
ply because she was the old king’s child not by the queen but 
by another. Or perhaps, from the regent’s point of view, it 
was simply more important that the ruler be easily led? Ya- 
magi was by no means certain of this, but he had his doubts. 

The float reached the first key point in the parade: the 
square in front of the imperial palace. Though the parade 
had already begun, the birthday celebration would formally 
commence in the square. On the balcony, observing the pa- 
rade, was King Shirasagi himself, looking nervous in his fine 
clothes. Pale and pudgy, he would appear three times 
today—morning, noon, and evening—but the princess’s pa- 
tade would coincide with only two of the king's appear- 
ances, the morning and the evening. 

When the king caught a glimpse of the princess on the 
other side of the square, he gave her an imploring look, as if 
begging her to save him. 

Shirasagi . . . 

The princess sometimes felt extremely sorry for her half 
brother. He was a shy boy who disliked confrontation; this 
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might have made him a liberal ruler, except that he tended 
to watch the expressions of his ministers too closely, hiding 
his opinions in favor of their own. For this reason, the king- 
ship was a torment to him. He was only a child, after all. 

But that’s no excuse for relying on me, Shirasagi. She gazed 
back at the king firmly. 

Shirasagi flinched, looking around for help. But he was 
surrounded by intimidating guards and ministers. The king 
looked as if he was about to cry. 

“What’s the matter, Your Majesty?” the regent, General 
Magitone, asked from his seat next to the king. 

The most powerful person in the country not of royal 
birth, the general was a giant of a man. Barrel-chested, 
broad-shouldered, strong-jawed, he looked like a fighter. 
But it was not his performance on the field that had allowed 
him to rise this far. He had advanced entirely through his 
cunning, possessing a far craftier mind than his brutish looks 
suggested. He had learned that his appearance—which 
made everyone believe he was no more than a lunkhead— 
caused others to drop their guard around him. 

But to the king, the most important thing about the gen- 
eral right then was that, more than anyone else there, more 
than any of the powerful-looking guards, this man was the 
most terrifying person on the balcony. 

“Oh, oh, nothing...” King Shirasagi said hurriedly, 
trembling. 

“The princess is going through the streets for you. How 
about you thank her for it? Would you like to say something 
to her?” the general urged. 

Shirasagi shook his head violently. That was out of the 
question. He could barely stand being in front of all these 
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people, and the very thought of calling out to them all alone 
was terrifying. 

“Okay.” General Magitone let the matter drop and 
looked back at the float Princess Tsukushi was riding. King 
Shirasagi looked relieved to be forgotten and hunched down 
in his seat with a cowardly look on his face. There was no 
one around to chide him, to instruct him that such behavior 
was unfit for his station, the way Yamagi did for Princess 
Tsukushi. 

The air echoed with the cheers of the citizenry. 


“It's impossible! We'll never find him in this crowd!” | 
shouted at Ed over the cheering. We were caught in the 
crowd outside the palace. 

“But I’m sure he’s in the area! He'll be sticking close to 
Princess Tsukushi!” the masked man shouted back, looking 
round and round for him. We had come looking for the 
major after his sudden disappearance, but with the streets so 
badly jammed, it was no time to be trying to find one man. 

The princess's float passed in front of us on its way around 
the square for the second time. We had no idea how many 
times it would go around, but once it left the square, the 
square would become markedly less crowded, the congestion 
would decrease, and our search would become significantly 
easier, Or so | thought. 

“What's that?” I asked myself. 

At first, | thought I was seeing things. But | looked harder 
and became convinced it was actually happening. 

On the side of the float were carved four winged lizards; 
they wrapped around the body of the float. Their tails were 
moving. As if swaying from the motion of the float. 
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“Look!” I cried. I was a special operations officer. 1 knew 
exactly what this meant. 

What's going on? 

On the float, Princess Tsukushi had noticed the same 
phenomenon. 

What? The carvings are moving. . . . 

The toes on the front legs of one of the lizard’s front legs 
were clearly moving with a different vibration than that of 
the float itself. Its neck was also swaying from side to side. 

“Yamagi! How did they do that?” The princess, not hav- 
ing heard of any such device. voiced her doubts to the guard. 

“Mm? Do what...?” he started, but when he saw what 
the princess was pointing to, his face stiffened. 

It was no longer just a carving of a lizard. 

The spell’s time limit had expired, and now the winged 
lizard was beginning to move, free of the bindings that had 
imprisoned it. 

“Look out, Your Highness!” Yamagi shouted, shoving her 
down as the lizard’s talons plunged toward her. 

Blood sprayed upward, and Yamagi’s body was flung aside 


y 


with one blow. 

“Yamagi!” the princess shrieked. 

By now, all four carvings had reverted to their original 
forms, and the magical beasts were belching fire from their 
mouths. 

One blast struck the side of the palace, and the explosion 
rocked the square. 

Inasecond, the square was filled with screams of terror. It 
had become a hell on earth. 

As the crowd panicked, the princess tried to help the 
fallen Yamagi to his feet. 
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“You saved me. I’m sorry!” she said, face twisted with re- 
gret. 

“Y.Your Highness .. . please, run away 
clutching his wound. 

“Run?” the princess asked. 

With one arm supporting Yamagi, she looked up. 

If there had been only one, she might have had a chance. 
But there were four of them. All of them looking right at 
her. She was surrounded. 

“T never had a chance to get away,” she said bitterly. She 
had known something like this would happen, knew this 
day was coming, but she had gotten Yamagi mixed up in it 
anyway. She regretted that most of all. 

One of the lizards opened its mouth. Something flickered 
inside it. It was about to breathe fire on her. 

The princess closed her eyes, but. .. 

Scrunch. 

An indescribable sound, dull and heavy, but somehow 
sharp as well. 

When she opened her eyes, the princess saw something 
spinning through the air. It was the monster's head. A sec- 
ond later, it exploded, destroyed by its own fire. 

As the head was severed, a figure landed next to the 
princess and a second later had kicked off the floor, flying 
away. 

No sooner had the sword knocked away a set of claws 
reaching toward her than the unstoppable attack continued, 
swiping off the creature’s head. 

Wrapped in a filthy traveler’s cloak, the figure was mov- 
ing too quickly to make out clearly, but the princess recog- 
nized him instinctively. 


Yamagi gasped, 
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Just as his name suggested, he moved like the wind. 

So fast! What. . . 

It was over in less than five seconds. His sword even cut 
through the flames the last creature breathed at him before 
splitting the animal’s skull in two. It crumpled to the 


ground. 
What... . What an extraordinary knight! 
The princess gulped. 


The cloaked figure turned toward her. 

His face was hidden under a hood, and she couldn't see it. 

“Ah.” she tried to say something, but the knight kicked 
the floor and flew away again. Headed for the observation 
balcony in the imperial palace. It was high up, but the 
knight scrambled up the wall easily, somehow finding 
footholds on the walls and pillars. He moved so fast that no 
one could stop him. 

Less than ten seconds later, he stood before King Shi- 
rasagi and General Magitone, glaring at both of them 
fiercely. 

The king was stunned. He clearly had no idea at all what 
was happening. 

“Unh.” General Magitone’s terrifying visage was deathly 
pale. 

The guards around them, reacting at last, began to ap- 
proach the knight hesitantly. 

“Y-you there! You are before the king!” one said timidly. 

His efforts were brushed aside by the knight's roar: “You 
fools!” 

With this one shout, all traces of panic vanished from the 
crowd. Everyone ducked. 

“| have never seen such a disgrace! How could you allow 
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something like that on a float the princess was to ride!? This 
oversight cannot go unpunished! For that matter, does any- 
one here seriously believe this could have happened by mis- 
take!?” His voice was so powerful, it was as if he hoped to 
reach the ears of all humanity. “Who is responsible for this 
travesty!? Who proposed a vehicle like that be prepared for 
the princess! ?” the knight demanded, glaring pointedly at 
General Magitone. 

“Ah,” the general moaned, unable to reply. According to 
his plan, once the princess was dead, he would have an- 
nounced that this was clearly a plot against the country. He 
had never expected this particular outcome: the princess 
saved and the people listening avidly not to him but to this 
unknown and terrifying knight. What was going on? 

“King! Is this a plot of yours! ?” the knight bellowed, shift- 
ing his gaze from the general to King Shirasagi. The pathetic 
child was so terrified by the fearsome gleam in his eyes that 
the space between his legs turned visibly damp. He had 
pissed himself. 

“L-L-LI-L-I didn’t know! I didn’t! It-it-it was all Magi- 
tone!” he cried hoarsely. 

Magitone’s face turned from white to crimson. 

The knight turned slowly back toward Magitone. “So 
says the king. Do you have anything to say for yourself?” he 
said, in a comparatively quiet voice. 

Magitone was, for a moment, unable to answer. 

And in that moment, the knight moved. 

His sword flashed once, and blood spilled from Magi- 
tone’s throat. 

Everyone thought he’d been beheaded, but after the gen- 
eral fell over, he continued to flail about in a most unseemly 
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fashion, clutching at his throat. There was no more blood. 
Only a little hole, through which they could hear the whis- 
tle of air escaping. 

“You can still breathe. But for two months, you will not 
be able to speak. Your hands will tremble so much it will be 
extremely difficult to hold a pen. You will struggle to com- 
municate your will to others. During that time, I imagine 
you will find out what this country really thinks of you.” 

The knight turned his back on the general and went back 
to the square the way he had come. 

On the ground, the crowd watched him, and Princess 
Tsukushi was waiting, having come over near the balcony. 

“Impressive speech.” She smiled. 

“I Jeave the rest to you. He won’t be able to move for two 
months. Not by any means a long time, but enough time to, 
if you put your mind to it, save this country,” the knight said, 
bowing to the princess. 

“Uh-huh.” She chuckled. “Is that an order? You, a mere 
knight, ordering the princess you should rightfully be serv- 
ing?” 

“Judge it as you will,” the knight said. Bowing his head 
again, he turned to leave. 

“Wait!” the princess called after him. “How infuriating! 
You will not announce your own superiority, take the coun- 
try, and make yourself king! ?” 

“This is your country, Princess Tsukushi. That responsi- 
bility lies with you.” 

At this, the princess laughed loudly. “You make me an- 
grier still! And as revenge, | shall do as you say!” 

“| pray for your good fortune. Now, as I have somewhere 


else to go...’ 
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“Come back sometime. Next time .. . Next time | will be 
able to thank you properly, when | show you the resurrec- 
tion of our kingdom. You have my word.” 

The knight bowed once more but made no reply. 

Then, never once removing the hood that covered his 
face, he left the scene. 

As swiftly as the wind. 


“Well, at least he’s safe,” Ed sighed, standing on the deck 
of the ship, which was docked in the harbor. 

Only the two of us were there. 

If anyone had looked at us, they would have seen nothing 
more than travelers waiting, watching the shore for their 
companion to return. Which is, basically, what we were. 
But... 

“{ honestly don’t know how to react,” I said, shaking my 
head. We had witnessed the events in the square. But it was 
difficult for me to talk about it as if nothing had happened. 

“That is the Wind Knight. Such incidents are not espe- 
cially uncommon in his life,” Ed said simply. 

1 just looked at him. Was Ed really used to this sort of 
thing now? That explained why he’d been able to suggest we 
go straight back to the harbor once everything had settled 
down. I’'d been so stunned, he basically had to drag me all 
the way back. 

The major had still not returned to the ship. 

“But I was worried this time,” Ed said. The wind flipped 
his hair around. 

“Well... the princess was in terrible danger.” I nodded. 

Ed shook his head with a pained smile. “No, no, not in 
that sense. | was worried about Heath. That was much too 
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good a moment.” 

“Too good?” I asked. How could anything that had just 
happened be described as “good”? I thought it was all pretty 
awful. 

“Yep. One false move and Heath would have become 
king. The princess was this close to falling in love with him. 
Good thing he’s a little dense about that sort of thing. That 
saved him. But it was a very close call,” he said, evidently 
meaning every word. 

I thought he must be joking but could detect no trace of 
humor in his voice. 

“It would never do for him to get sucked into being king 
in a place like this. He should be working for the entire 
world,” Ed whispered. 

] was a little taken aback. 

He was being unabashedly sincere. 

Now that I thought about it, the major had said some- 
thing similar about Ed: “I will not let him die. The world 
needs him.” 

These two. . . are both secretly plotting something for the 
other... ? 

My head was starting to spin, so I stopped thinking about 
it and joined Ed in watching the harbor. 

And at last we spied the major coming through a distant 
customs gate, his bag slung over his shoulder. We waved, 
and he waved back. 

We still had a long way to go. 
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How was it even possible to kill a dragon? 

After all, even the most advanced magical arts in the 
world could not overcome a dragon, so formidable were its 
own magical powers. 

Major Kristoff suggested that some revolutionary new 
spell had been developed in secret, but Field Arbitrator 
Markwhistle shot this down instantly. 

“It is unsurprising that you, who has spent all his time 
racing from battlefield to battlefield, placing himself in dan- 
ger, should hold such an opinion. However, | can safely de- 
clare your proposal utterly impossible. Should such a 
technique exist, it would have long ago been exploited in 
battle. Long before it had been used against a dragon, it 
would have been used against humans—against whom it 
would be far more effective. 

“And, in the first place, there is no such thing as a revo- 
lutionary or unique new spell. To perfect a single technique, 
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there is a process, a number of steps that must be taken. Any 
technique one group has developed can be replicated by any 
other, unless that group lacks the necessary funding or ex- 
pertise. And even if this rival group were unable to put the 
spell to practical use, it would be well aware of its underlying 
principles, But no form of magic powerful enough to kill a 
dragon is even being studied anywhere, not even within the 
Seven Seas Alliance. The dragon was definitely not killed 
by magic.” 

So Captain Riskassé suggested nonmagical means. The 
field arbitrator replied that there was possibly some related 
research being done. 

“But, honestly, it’s all rather complicated and probably 
not appropriate for a situation like this, where we need hard 
proof, subject to logic. We start bringing in fantastic phe- 
nomenan, we'll never persuade anyone.” 

“But what else can we think? The dragon has actually 
been murdered.” 

“Miss Reizé, | am aware that you are an eminently flexi- 
ble person, but there is much in that field to consider. I’m an 
expert, and I should know.” 

“An expert?” 

“Yes, | hardly spend all my time arbitrating war, you 
know. My main profession lies elsewhere. 1 am a researcher. 
In the field of periphery interference.” 


...Which is how we came to the port town, Mu 
Makkemiito, famous as a center for information exchange 
among people in the field of periphery interference. 

I was a little surprised by just how intensely ordinary the 
town looked: exactly like every other small country harbor 
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town, with no sign of any secret society lurking behind the 
scenes. 

There were few people in the streets, and despite the 
town’s proximity to the sea, the air felt a little dry. It seemed 
like a forlorn little town. But the rows of houses were neatly 
arranged, which made me wonder if it might not be a nice 
place to go for the summer. 

Ed was evidently a frequent visitor here. When the major 
and I found ourselves lost and befuddled, Ed would cry, 
“This way!” and dart off down some narrow alley. 

The building he took us to was not at all seedy: In fact, its 
exterior was fairly ordinary and even elegant. 

Without a second’s pause, Ed grabbed the knocker, which 
was shaped like a cat, and banged on the door several times. 

No answer. 

The major and I looked at each other, but Ed didn’t even 
try to knock again, just stood there waiting as patiently as if 
it were perfectly normal to take this long. 

After a full minute, the door opened slowly, with a pierc- 
ing creak. But the face that peered out from behind it sur- 
prised me. 

Because it belonged to a girl of no more than fourteen ot 
fifteen. 

“Oh, it’s you, Edwarth,” she snarled, but her voice was so 
beautiful that one could never believe it was capable of true 
hostility. 

“So unfriendly,” Ed replied. “I keep telling you, Sonya, 
call me Ed,” he said, sounding rather put out. 

Sonya snorted. “Eeeew. Over my dead body.” Once again, 
the sweetness of her voice diluted the bile in her words; it 
even made me smile. 
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“So... what’s with the thugs behind you?” she asked, 
glaring at the swords we had at our sides. 

“We're—” 

“Friends,” Ed said, before I could answer. 

“How does someone as depressing as you make friends?” 
Sonya glared at Ed, smirking. Then, more seriously, “You 
selling or buying?” 

“Only buying. Been busy with my other job, so I got 
nothing.” 

“You keep chasing money, you'll always be second-rate.” 

“Yeah, I know.” 

“C'mon in,” Sonya said, stepping out of the shadows and 
opening the door. 

“Thanks.” 

Ed went straight in, but the major and I glanced at each 
other nervously. 

“What?” Sonya asked. “Knowing Edwarth, you're holding 
his wallet. And without money, there’s nothing he can do 
here.” 

The major asked, “Um, pardon me for asking, but what 
kind of business is this?” 

“Not a business. Academic research,” Sonya said. She 
had clearly lowered her estimate of us still further. 

“Research.” 

The major and I looked at each other again but could 
think of no reason not to follow Sonya inside. 

The interior was as tidy as the exterior, but still, there was 
something off about it. 

What's that smell? 1 thought. It reeked of something 
greasy. 

We followed Sonya into the salon, and the major and | 


THE CASE OF THE DRAGON SLAYER 93 


were both dumbstruck at what we saw there. 

Some ten men and women were gathered there, chatting 
away with one another. Here was the source of the smell: 
They were all eating what appeared to be deep-fried cookies. 

The building had not seemed, from the outside, like a fes- 
tive gathering place. 

Indeed, until Sonya had opened the door, we had not 
even heard voices. 

Is there a spell on the door to stifle sound? 

I could think of no other explanation, but it seemed like 
an awful lot of work. 

Ed had already joined them and was deep in conversa- 
tion. 

“So it ultimately boils down to Kranglturk’s fourth hy- 
pothesis.” 

“T’m not so sure. It totally falls apart in the third phase of 
the Makishima phenomenon. It must be limited to cases 
where there is no mention of metal relations.” 

“That's just not true at all. There’s no reason to just toss 
it out like that. Metal relations is much too complex a field, 
and if you focus on it too much, you're in danger of losing 
sight of the big picture.” 

“There’s no point in bringing in a generalization that ig- 
nores details that fail to observe the Kennehy principle.” 

“There is indeed a point! For example . . .” 

He continued to explain what was clearly a simplified ex- 
ample, but the major and | just blinked at them. 

I couldn’t understand a single word they said. I found my- 
self wondering if they were even speaking a human lan- 
guage. 

Ed was nodding as he listened, and added something of 


94 KOUHE! KADONO 
his own every now and then, but his own statements were 
also a shower of words neither of us could comprehend. 

Are they exchanging information? 

But in that case, they seemed awfully unguarded. The ex- 
change at the front gate had seemed to indicate that he 
would need money, and Ed had said he was buying. But was 
anything being sold here? They seemed to be just talking. 
Which bothered me. 

Why does nobody ask who we are? 

You would think they would have at least noticed when 
two strangers walked into the room, but it seemed they had 
no interest in us at all. They never even looked at us. We 
had been given no opportunity to introduce ourselves. 

As we stood there, Sonya came over to us from the cor- 
ner and whispered, “Why don’t you go on upstairs? It sounds 
like they can’t get the conversation started with you here.” 

“Really?” | asked. 

Why not? We were bothering them? But they hadn’t 
even looked at us! 

“Uh, well, 1 guess we'd better,” I managed, and the major 
nodded, looking appalled. 

“Just up those stairs.” 

As directed, we proceeded into the hall and, upon ar- 
rival, both sighed in chorus. 

“What was that about?” | asked. 

The major shook his head. “I have no idea.” 

“But Ed seemed right at home.” 

“He probably comes here a lot. It’s my first time. | knew 
he was interested in periphery interference, but I didn’t re- 
alize it was so completely strange.” 

“T see... .” But | wasa little surprised. So it seemed that 
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Ed and Kristoff were not always together after all. Now that 
I thought about it, their occupations were completely differ- 
ent, but I had still gotten the feeling they spent a lot of time 
together. 

We went on up the stairs and went into the first room we 
saw, where once again we both gasped in unison. 

This room was filled with bizarre objects. 

Indescribable objects, things we had never seen before. 
Large and small, every one of them not just unusual but 
clearly alien to our way of life, simply lying around in heaps. 

There were a few books, so I picked one up, but it was 
filled with some incomprehensible symbols, and just looking 
at it gave me a headache. I closed it and whispered, “So this 
is what periphery interference is all about?” 

“Ts there really this much stuff to study?” the major mut- 
tered, frowning. “I mean . . . what if somebody just faked all 
of it?” 

“Beats me,” I said. 1 was the one who had mentioned the 
possibility before we started our journey, but now that we 
were actually here, I felt as though the very idea was idiotic. 


2 


Periphery interference. 

The science of figuring out the origins of the mysterious 
objects that had been found in all corners of the world. 
These objects were obviously man-made, but all of them 
raised the same question: Why would anyone ever make 
something like this? 

Perhaps the most famous example is that of a four 
wheeled vehicle, with seats, made from a complex (and yet, 
when compared with the products of our own swordmakers’ 
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more refined metallurgy, far less strong) metallic compound, 
with a number of highly detailed parts. No magic had been 
added to it anywhere. And it was quite heavy and seemed to 
possess no means of actually moving. But every single piece 
of the thing, even the rubber wheels, had been made with 
incredible precision. Nothing like it had ever been produced 
in any country in the world. 

Such things should clearly never have existed. But these 
things were not necessarily ancient relics. 

Some had been found in the mountains, others dragged 
up from the sea. Not all of these objects seemed particularly 
significant. But so many of them were miraculous enough 
that, a century before, the academic discipline of periphery 
interference had been developed to study these strange ob- 
jects. The discipline had begun with the theories of the leg- 
endary sorcerologist Doctor Ors Kranglturk, who had 
published a famous paper entitled “An Examination of Par- 
allel Worlds and the Connections between Them.” Even I 
knew this much. 

But I had no idea how that research was progressing 
nowadays. 

But perhaps, given the reality-defying fact that the 
dragon had actually been murdered, it might be worth ex- 
amining the problem with the aid of this logic-defying sci- 
ence. Although the dragons might be utterly immune to 
magic, it could be that they were powerless against these vir- 
tually unknown periphery interference weapons. Or so | 
thought. But... 

Looks as if I was completely wrong. 

Had Kranglturk actually been a fraud, as so many people 
assumed he was? 
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The more I looked at the things piled everywhere in this 
room, the more I started to think he was. 

For example, I came across a pair of scissors. They were 
certainly interesting-looking scissors, with blades like 
swords. But rather than proclaim, “They have no severance 
magic cast upon them! How mysterious!” it seemed more 
logical to assume they were a prototype made by some crafts- 
man trying to economize on the use of magical energy. 

“What's this?” the major said, picking up something that 
appeared to be a pipe sticking out of a handle. There was a 
complicated device between the pipe and his hand, “What's 
it for? Why is there a pipe? It looks like you pull this bit, 
but...” 

“I suppose no one would be interested in studying this 
type of thing if it weren’t a little hard to figure out.” 

“I can’t shake the impression it’s a way for the rich to frit- 
ter away their time.” 

“Sorry.” 

“Hm?” The major looked at me in surprise. “Why are you 
apologizing?” 

“Well, I’m the one who suggested we look into periphery 
interference,” I said. 

“Don’t be silly. It was Markwhistle who brought us here.” 

“But only because | brought it up.” 

“All you did was suggest a possibility. A perfectly justified 
action!” the major insisted. But the more he insisted, the 
more I refused to back down. 

“No, it’s all my fault! Because of me, we’re wasting our 
precious time!” 

“You just don’t get it! I’m the one who didn’t stop Mark- 
whistle from coming here!” 
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“No, it was me!” 

“Me!” 

By this point, we were shouting at each other rather 
loudly. As soon as we realized this, we stopped, turned red, 
and laughed awkwardly. 

“How stupid of us.” 

He laughed and said, “You can say that again.” The major 
was still holding on to the handle and pipe thing. He toyed 
with it, embarrassed. “But it brings back old times. We often 
used to argue.” 

“Yes... We had so much fun.” Back then, I had hoped I 
would be able to spend my life working for world peace. And 
now I was actually working that kind of job and had learned 
all about its darker side. It was not exactly everything I'd 
dreamed it would be. “But now ... it’s like I’m no longer 
pure.” 

“That’s not true. To me, your eyes still have the same 
light in them they always used to.” 

“You only think that because you haven’t changed,” I 
said, feeling a pain in my chest. Like a wall I could never 
cross. 

But the major said angrily, “How can you say that!? You 
think I’ve never let my hands get dirty? I’m sorry, but I’m not 
the man I used to be.” 

“You're bigger, I'll grant you that. But I’m talking about 
your heart.” 

“My heart’s changed, too! Yours has changed a lot less 
than mine, Riskassé!” 

“You only say that because you know nothing about what 
I’ve been doing!” 

“1 don’t! But the same goes for you!” 
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We were shouting again. Someone giggled at the side of 
the room, and we both spun toward the noise in surprise. 

Our eyes widened. 

“You care about each other, and you speak your minds. I 
can see why Edwarth likes you,” the woman said. She looked 
to be in her late twenties or early thirties but had a youthful 
ait about her that made it hard to pin her age down exactly. 
She had entered the room through the open door at some 
point during our argument. 

But that was not what shocked us. On her face was... 

“W-who are... ?” 

On her face was a mask, smaller than Ed’s but fundamen- 
tally the same design. 

“T am Nanya Minkafreaky. | own this establishment,” she 
said, and took off her mask. 

We both gulped. 

Her face was exactly like Sonya’s. It was as if the girl had 
aged twenty years since we had last seen her. But that was 
impossible. Which meant . . . 

“I do apologize for Sonya’s manners. She has no father 
and is very strongly opposed to bowing her head to any- 
body.” 

“So you are her mother?” 

She bowed her head. 

I bowed, and the major did the same. 

Nanya giggled again. “You even move the same way.” 

“Oh no, th-that was just . . .” we both stammered. 

“So what business brings the Wind Knight and a special 
forces officer here today?” she said smoothly. 

Since neither of us had identified ourselves at all since we 
entered the building, we gaped at her. 
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“Edwarth was telling the people downstairs all about 
you,” she explained. “I happened to overhear. And you,” she 
said, looking at me. She was smiling, but underneath it she 
wasn’t smiling at all. “You have that aura. You are from 
Katahta or Hirshival?” 

“Katahta. Captain Reizé Riskassé,” I acknowledged. I had 
a feeling it was useless to try and hide anything from her; if 
that meant we could get no information, then we had 
wasted a lot of time. 

The major introduced himself as well. “Major Heathrow 
Kristoff, on assignment to the Seven Seas Alliance.” 

“How polite you both are. It has been ages since we had 
any visitors with manners,” she said in a very lively voice. 
She smiled a lot. 

“Er, you and Markwhistle are...” 

“Oh, Edwarth is a patron of ours. And a fan of the acces- 
sories I make. Not that many people buy masks.” 

“So... you’re the one who makes his masks?” the major 
asked, sounding impressed. 

“Yes, He is also responsible for my husband’s death, and 
the man who saved Sonya’s life.” 

Her tone was so light that for a moment we failed to grasp 
her meaning. 

“.. What?” 

“You never know what lurks in people’s pasts. Just as you 
both were saying. Back then, he wore bandages on his face 
instead of a mask.” She smiled again. “Back to business. 
What sort of information were you seeking here at Beyond 
the Surface?” 

“Uh ... well, Ed would...” 


“You know him. He would never tell you anything unless 
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he was certain of it.” 

“True. Well...” The major and I looked at each other. 
He nodded. I went for the honest approach. “Since the 
world’s authorities on periphery interference gather here, 
we'd like to ask, are there any ways to surpass magic in of- 
fensive capability?” 

“In what manner, specifically?” 

“Let’s see... For example, could you use periphery inter- 
ference to kill a dragon” 

Most people would have taken this as an extreme, fantas- 
tic example, an exaggerated way of asking the question. 

But she didn’t even smile. “Well, I don’t know very much 
about dragons, so my answer is nothing more than a guess,” 
she said, and then suddenly looked sharply at the object in 
the major’s hand. “May I borrow that?” 

“Mm? Oh, of course,” the major said, turning it around 
and holding the handle out toward her. 

“Thanks,” she said, accepting it elegantly. She fiddled 
with the attached device for a moment. “This is one of the 
items Edwarth had been researching. After reading a great 
many different documents, he has decided it should be 
called a pistol arm. But he has yet to settle on exactly how it 
is meant to be used. However...” 

She held the “pistol arm” out in front of her. 

Then she pulled the lever. There was an explosion, and 
one of the statues decorating the room burst into splinters. 

“Ah!” Both of us yelped, astounded. 

Calmly, she explained, “We know it can do that. The 
cylinders loaded into this device have a powder that ignites 
and explodes. Any object that stands in its way—such as 
these small metallic objects—are then propelled forward 
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like miniature cannonballs. 

“Lit’s a weapon?” 

“Edwarth says otherwise, but I suspect he says that only 
because he hates weapons. And this object could be used to 
destroy things. In periphery interference, there are many 
things whose uses are difficult to define.” 

“So some of them might have an effect no one could ever 
dream of?” 

“Maybe, maybe not. Even this pistol arm... ,” she said, 
firing it again, at a different statue. But this time, just before 
the projectile struck the statue, it set off a repulsion spell 
that had been built into the statue, stopped in midair, and 
fell to the floor. “... is completely ineffective against any- 
thing with even a little magical energy.” 

“You mean there are no periphery interference objects 
capable of getting through a magical defense?” 

“We can’t say that for sure. That’s one reason why Ed- 
warth insists this is not a weapon. With all the work that 
must have gone into making something like this, it makes 
no sense for it to be ineffective against anything magical. Of 
course, I sometimes wonder if there’s any point in applying 
mere reason to this field.” 

“Ha-ha.” 

“It’s a rather romantic discipline. Don’t you agree?” With 
the pistol arm still in hand, she began lecturing, in a tone so 
refined she was almost singing. “Since these objects have 
drifted here from some other world, we must first wonder 
what the people in that world are thinking, what they eat, 
that sort of thing. Are their lives the same as ours? Or have 
they found an easier way of life? Do they look the same as we 
do? Do they have the same names but with a radically dif- 
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ferent culture? And are they then, just as we are, sitting 
around wondering what the lives of people in other worlds 
are like? Thinking about these things is a lot of fun. That’s 
the appeal of this field. That’s why we called this place Be- 
yond the Surface. Just like the world reflected in the surface 
of the water, so much more fragile than a mirror, you need 
only reach out your hand and it is gone, lost beneath the rip- 
ples. Yet the world down there still exists, in our hearts.” 

“LI see....Oh!” Suddenly, it occurred to me that she 
had broken a statue just to help us understand. “Oh, um, the 
statue...” 

“Mm? Oh, don’t worry yourself about that.” Nanya 
smiled. “It was a failure. I would prefer to smash them to bits 
instantly, but they come in handy on occasions like this, so 
Ileave them lying around. I don’t like letting anything go to 
waste.” 

She grinned proudly, waving the pistol arm around, but 
her logic didn’t quite connect for me. 

But... still... 

We aren't going to find any surefire way of killing a dragon 
here. 

If these things were ineffective against magic, then they 
would never work on a dragon. Ed had known this, which is 
why he had not been especially enthusiastic about coming 
here. 

The major and I were feeling pretty dejected when we 
heard footsteps coming up the stairs. It was Sonya and Ed. 

“Ab! I knew it! Mother! How many times do I have to tell 
you? Don’t shoot that thing in the house!” Sonya wailed, 
staring at the fragments of statue scattered across the floor. 

“But I had to make things easy for these two to under 
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stand. I had no choice,” she said innocently. 

“Then use words! You know you’re just dying to fire that 
thing any chance you get,” Sonya grumbled, and began 
cleaning up the splinters. A tidy child. She might look ex- 
actly like her mother, but their personalities couldn’t be 
more different. 

“You heard, then?” Ed asked. We nodded gloomily. Ed 
shrugged. “My sources have heard of no new discovery that 
meets our conditions.” 

“Oh, Edwarth! You came buying with nothing to sell? 
That will be expensive,” Nanya said, naming a price. The 
major and I gaped. The figure seemed criminal, considering 
he’d done nothing but chitchat. 

But I was gradually getting the idea: This was a salon. 
The entire purpose of it was to allow people to talk about pe- 
riphery interference naturally, in an everyday manner, free 
of the suspicion and reproachful gazes their studies met with 
everywhere else in the world. And people were willing to 
pay for it. Obviously, people coming to “sell,” or provide in- 
formation to others, would receive appropriate compensa- 
tion, but since this woman and her daughter were in charge 
of all such financial arrangements, visitors here took them 
as the rules of the house and pretended not to mind. 

People with too much time and money on their hands 
have nothing to entertain them but their thoughts. That 
was the only explanation. 

Ed didn’t bat an eye at the price Nanya named. “Send the 
bill to the Seven Seas Alliance. Oh, and...” He looked 
very serious now. “As to the real reason we came here . . .” 

“Eh?” | said, confused. The real reason? What was that? 
We were here to find out if periphery interference had dis- 
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covered a method of killing a dragon. What else was there? 

“Nanya, do you still have any contact with Marquis 
Zairas?” 

“Of course I do,” she said. 

Instantly, Sonya shouted, “You do not! What are you say- 
ing, Mother! ?” 

“The truth, dear.” 

“We have nothing to do with that man! We are doing se- 
rious research!” Sonya yelled, addressing us, denying her 
mother’s words. 

Thad heard of Marquis Zairas. Descendant of the sole sur- 
viving member of the ancient ruling family of a country 
called Reirihi, long since destroyed. He was called a mat- 
quis, not because any country had granted him the title but 
because he always introduced himself as such. But in the 
back channels of international affairs, he had quite a repu- 
tation. He sold information. Information that could tip the 
balance of any negotiations between two countries, which 
he found somehow and then sold for exorbitant prices to the 
dignitaries involved. 1 knew his name but had never met 
him. 

“Don’t get the wrong idea, Sonya,” Ed said, slightly flus- 
tered. “I’m not asking you to provide me with an introduc- 
tion. I just wondered if you would take a look at The Map for 
me.” 

“The Map?” the major asked, having lost the thread of 
the conversation. 

But I knew what Ed was talking about. Twice a year, the 
marquis published “The Map for Kings and Traitors,” detail- 
ing the balance of power in the world. It was said that if you 
sold one of those in the right place, you would acquire 
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enough money to live on comfortably for the rest of your 
life. 

“What do you want to know?” Sonya asked dubiously. 

“The exact location of all the dragons in the world. 
There are far too many tall tales about them, and the only 
source of information you can trust is The Map.” 

The mother stepped in. “Edwarth, these two mentioned 
dragons as well. Are you trying to do something to the drag- 
ons? You will never win, you know.” 

“Nothing of the sort. The long and short of it is,” Ed said, 
and then began blabbing everything about the situation in 
Romiazalth. Leaving out only the fact that the dragon was 
dead. “So I find myself needing to know more about drag- 
ons. If something happens, the treaty will never come to 
pass. And if I am to understand that dragon, I need to meet 
a different one first.” 

“T see. Is that why you were asking how to do away with a 
dragon?” 

“As countermeasures. We need to protect the dragon.” 

Nanya laughed. “You do not! Nothing in this world can 
kill a dragon! They are much too big and strong. You're such 
a worrywart!” 

“He’s such an idiot,” Sonya added. “Fretting about the 
impossible.” 

“T hope I am,” Ed said. 

Listening to them talk, a shadow passed over our faces. 

Because .. . the dragon was already dead. 


3 


Sonya and her mother had once become mixed up ina civil 


wal. 
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“Sonya’s father, Mr. Minkafreaky, was the ambassador to 
that country. His wife and daughter were taken hostage. The 
rebel forces won the civil war, and I went to arbitrate the 
postwar treaties. This was my first job as a field arbitrator. 
The revolutionary government was out for blood. For years, 
resentment had built up against its greedy rulers. But even 
so, it was clearly going too far to direct that rage against am- 
bassadors, just because they'd had dealings with the nation’s 
rulers, and against their families, who were innocent by- 
standers. They were using the hostages to make strongly 
worded demands of other countries. They had no idea that 
among those family members was Nanya, a member of the 
Marquis Zairas’s family, known in back channels all across 
the world. She had been living an ordinary life.” 

Ed explained all this on the ship, headed for our next des- 
tination. 

Reirihi, where Zairas had been marquis, was also known 
as the “Assassins’ Dynasty.” It had a long tradition of train- 
ing and using assassins, and that tradition was alive and 
well. If a Reirihi assassin was after you, you were as good as 
dead. 

It was only a matter of time before they received orders to 
rescue Nanya and her family, even if that meant killing all 
the other hostages. 

“And if that happened, it would cause a ripple of de- 
struction across the world. If the hostages were killed, the 
other countries would move to retaliate. All at once. The 
beginning of a huge, chaotic war. Well aware of this, Mr. 
Minkafteaky secretly filled me in and begged me to do some- 
thing about it.” 

Ed looked at the deck. 
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“] was a coward. I never thought the stakes would be so 
high. But | could hardly tell anyone else about it. I had to 
hurriedly try and get the revolutionary government to sim- 
mer down. But it was thirsty for blood. It didn’t give a fig for 
negotiations. Drastic measures were required. So ...I pro- 
posed a lottery.” 

Ed sighed. 

“Even I thought it was crazy. Each hostage would draw 
lots, and the ‘winner’ stayed captured. while everyone else 
was let go. In return for which the Seven Seas Alliance 
would pay a certain amount of money. Drawing lots is all 
luck. Is fortune on your side? I asked. Reverse psychology. 
They were all so hotheaded, they did what I said. But I was 
cheating them. The lottery was rigged. It was designed all 
along that Mr. Minkafreaky would lose. We planned it to- 
gether. He said, ‘I prefer to know I am drawing the short 
straw than to bet on the off chance that it will go to my wife 
or daughter.’ He was a brave man, literally self-sacrificing. 
Soon afterward there was a revolt against the revolutionary 
government, and in the ensuing conflict, he was killed. 
Such an unfair way to die. . .” 

Ed looked up at the sky. 

“He asked me to look after his wife and daughter. That’s 
why I approached them with the idea of running a periphery 
interference salon. They insisted they were never going 
back. But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m the man who 
drove their husband and father to his death.” 

The seriousness of this story kept the major and me from 
responding. 

At last, the major said slowly, “But .. . But haven’t they 
forgiven you by now? 1 mean, Sonya seemed a little bit hos- 


THE CASE OF THE DRAGON SLAYER 109 


tile, but Nanya...” 

“You've got it backward. They don’t know the lottery was 
rigged. If they did, Nanya would never forgive me. That's 
why I’ve never had the nerve to tell them. I’ve never been 
able to tell them just how brave their husband and father 
was. To my very great shame.” Ed shook his head. 

As always, there was a cold, self-mocking smile on his 
face, but his eyes .. . His face was down, and the mask hid 
them in shadow, keeping them out of sight. I had thought he 
was always grinning, but perhaps his grin was not a smile, 
but... 

As Nanya put it... 

“In the world beyond the surface, have they found a bet- 
ter way of life?” 

But the only thing we could do was find a way to live in 
this world. If we couldn’t solve this case, and arbitrate this 
war, tragedies like Mr. Minkafreaky’s would happen again, to 
hundreds and thousands of people. 

Entirely ignorant of our emotions, the ship slid placidly 
across the ocean. 

Cheated, huh? 

I looked away, looked where the ship was headed. 

We had no time to waste on this journey. Before we could 
visit the living dragon they had told us about, we would 
have to visit another of our destinations on the way. 

And there we would have to cheat a lot. 

Because that was the only way to meet our next suspect: 
the pirate chief, 


scenes 


a 


four 


"Birate ty 
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The island of Sokima Jestarus was not actually an island. 

Sokima Jestarus was really a string of ships: seven huge 
ships all in a line, with anchors dropped holding them in 
place, with bridges linking each ship. It was literally a float- 
ing city, and was entirely independent of every country in 
the world. The city stayed cautiously in the middle of the 
inner sea, between the territorial waters of the nations sur- 
rounding it. It accepted visitors from all over the world. 

Sokima Jestarus did not know the rule of law. And it had 
everything. 

Theaters, bars, gourmet restaurants, shopping, sea lizard 
hunts, brothels that welcome both male and female clients, 
psychedelic drugs, mind-altering spells: If it had been 
banned somewhere in the world, Sokima Jestarus had it. 
Thus had it become known as the Pirate City. In fact, the 
man who had built the city two generations before, Inga 
Mugandou I, was actually a pirate, and he had used the 
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money he had earned from his profession to found a city. 
You could do anything here; it had earned its name. But by 
far the city’s greatest attraction was its gambling parlors, 
where there existed no limits on the size of your bet. 


“Hurp...” 

Gélson was a fallen military sorcerer. 

Once, he’d risen as far as staff officer. But these days his 
job was just to make sure nobody was using magic to cheat 
at gambling. Gélson was little more than a crook. He called 
it a “job,” but he spent most of his time drinking booze in 
the corner of a casino, occasionally sensing some amateur 
trying to use a spell to flip the dice his way, and reporting 
them to the scary people in charge. That was all. Happily, 
this work paid well enough to keep him drunk on a more or 
less permanent basis. 

“Hic... blurgh...” 

And there was nowhere else for him to go. He was 
wanted for treason in his own country. If he took one step 
out of this lawless place, his hand would be yanked round his 
back and his head chopped off. 

“Bah ... Hate every one of you...” 

Staking out his territory at the end of the bar, Gélson 
looked around the casino. 

Eyes that, with each spin of the roulette wheel, reflected 
either joy or despair. Hands clutching cards of only moder- 
ate value, as if they wished to carry the poor cards they’d 
been dealt into the next life. Faces agonizing over the sim- 
ple choice between raising and folding. Shouts of joy over a 
small win, despite a steady stream of losses that put the 


evening firmly in the red. 
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He had been just like them once. There was just one dif- 
‘erence: They were in this sleazy dump, and he’d once been 
nvolved in military politics. But it all amounted to the same 
thing. Being an officer was all about laying bets, using every 
ittle advance in rank or accession of power to tackle the 
ext mountain. Which was fine, so long as things were 
zoing well.... 

“Lose too much, use up your capital, you’re finished. 
Same rules everywhere,” he muttered to himself. He sipped 
away at his drink, letting no one get near him, occasionally 
standing up and going over to the manager, whispering 
“Over there.” That was his job. The spells used for cheating 
were like child’s play to someone like him, who was accus- 
tomed to military-level spells. The casino never bothered 
exposing the cheaters but instead used them to take money 
from the other customers and make even more money for it- 
self. 

Just now, yet another pathetic amateur was falling victim 
to its tricks. 

Everyone's a fool. . . . 

But he never spoke his mind. He just took a seat a short 
distance from the cheaters and glanced over at them. 

This one was a woman. A young woman. She wore a 
mask to hide her face, not terribly unusual here. Two men 
waited behind her, evidently her companions. Both wore 
masks as well, but one of them, from his bearing, was clearly 
a knight. Presumably her bodyguards. 

She was playing a very simple dice game. Betting on the 
value of the number she rolled against the dice the dealer 
tolled. The higher the odds, the more she stood to make. 

She had beaten those long odds seven times running. 
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“Okay,” the dealer said, shaking the dice, his face a little 
red. He got a decent number—not at all a good number for 
her to play after. The crowd watching gasped. 

“Pl take it,” she said casually. She pushed her stack of 
chips over to a high number, then tossed the dice with an el- 
egant flourish. 

Once again, she hit it big. The audience roared. The 
dealer's face turned pale, then red again. 

Gélson stifled a grin. 

The woman was using a spell to control the air around 
the dice. She clearly thought she was being careful, guarding 
against any spells built into the table itself to prevent magi- 
cal cheating. So she was exploiting what she thought was 
the casino’s blind spot: She was using the wind resistance 
against the holes in the dice themselves. 

But in actual fact, neither the dice nor the table had any 
defenses at all. Because this was actually a trap. A casino 
could hardly go about cheating its customers, so it simply al- 
lowed its customers to destroy themselves. 

This is a pirate’s casino, girlie. Things are never that easy. 

He watched, grinning. The woman won again and again, 
getting comfortable. She kept her face expressionless, 

matching the mask, but had to be cheering inside. 

Almost... , he thought, and then he could feel magic 
shifting on the table. The cancellation spell came alive, 
negating all magic used around it. He had cast it himself, 
using the skills he’d gained as a midranking sorcerer in his 
homeland’s defense department. An amateur like this girl 
would never be able to switch it off. 

“Okay,” the dealer said, and rolled. His throw gave her a 
slight advantage, and the audience all looked at her expec- 
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tantly. They assumed she would bet heavy again. 

But the woman just stared at the dice. She had never sat 
still for so long before. 

Had she noticed? 

Was she leaving now? The sort of person who could make 
such calculated decisions rarely gambled in the first place. 
She ought to have been able to rid herself of the desire for 
just a little more. 

One of the guards behind her leaned forward slightly, but 
she raised a hand sharply. “I’ll take it,” she said quietly. 

Then she bet all her winnings. 

Idiot. 

Gélson sniggered. Yet another sucker was about to leave 
without a penny to her name. As penniless as he’d been 
when he’d left home. 

The dice left the woman’s hand. In accordance with the 
laws of nature, they landed and rolled, with nothing extra- 
neous affecting them. 

Such a waste. 

Gélson stood up to leave, not even bothering to wait for 
the result. He couldn’t bear to watch. The woman would 
lose her cool, showing her true colors; she’d hysterically ac- 
cuse the casino of cheating despite the fact that she had 
been doing just that all along. The casino guards would ma- 
terialize at her side and haul her out of the room. The casino 
was surrounded by water. If she didn’t have enough money 
to pay her way home, it would be straight to the whorehouse 
with her. A dramatic change from the luxury she had en- 
joyed so far... 

But the roar he heard over his shoulder was not one of 
surprise. 
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“She did it!” someone shouted. 

Gélson spun around. The dealer on her table had given 
up turning red and was now white as a sheet. 

Not believing his eyes, Gélson glanced down at the table. 

The dice lying there were clearly the dice she had rolled. 

But... But that number was impossible! The spells she’d 
been using were gone! 

She put the ante for the next bet down on the table. 

The dealer had no choice but to stiffly roll again. He got 
a very good number. But once again the unexpected hap- 
pened. 

“Pass.” 

The woman instantly acknowledged her loss and put 
chips for the next round on the table. Even though she had 
not passed once since she entered the room. Why? he 
thought, and watched her win the next round easily. But 
this time without any big bets, playing more sensibly. 

Lis she... ? 

It was the only explanation. She had known about the 
trap all along. She had used it against them. She had never 
needed to use spells or cheat in the first place. Proof of 
that... 

“Pll take it,” she said, rolling the dice. They landed ex- 
actly on the number she’d bet. 

She can make the dice land how she wants with her bare 
hands! 

But she couldn’t manage it perfectly. She could aim for an 
even number or make the numbers fall between one and 
three—that was about the limit of it. But that alone was as- 
tonishing. The casino used new dice every day, in defense 
against just this kind of professional. Even if you rolled the 
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dice the same way every day, the weight and balance of each 
set were slightly different; this was enough to change the 
number you'd roll dramatically. So this woman had hidden 
under the camouflage of cheating and practiced rolling 
more than enough times. 

And she had a pile of money, which she could now build 
upon carefully. This had been her true plan all along. 

While Gélson was staring at her in shock, she won 
steadily, the mountain of chips at her side getting taller and 
taller. The guard behind her, the one who looked oddly 
comfortable in his mask, whistled. The bigger one elbowed 
him in the ribs to shut him up. They clearly thought they 
had the situation in hand. 

Gélson was speechless. 

He turned around and headed toward the staff washroom 
in back. 

While Gélson was on his way, the man in charge of chips 
came running over, anxiously asking, “What’s going on over 
there!?” but Gélson just shoved the man out of his way, 
grabbed a brown bottle from the medicine cabinet, poured 
the blue liquid inside down his throat, and puked the entire 
contents of his stomach into the sink. He still reeked of al- 
cohol, but when he wiped his mouth off, there was no longer 
any trace of drunkenness left in Gélson’s face. 

Okay. Time to show my stuff. 

‘He then quickly returned to the dice tables. 

The dealer at the woman’s table was barely able to stand 
any more. They might be gambling, but she was too much 
for him. She’d destroyed his confidence. 

Gélson whispered a spell, and the dealer’s eyes went out 
of focus, then he fell over on the floor, unconscious. 
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Before anyone could even make a fuss, Gélson stepped 
smoothly over him, looked around, and said, “Looks like you 
wore him out. Guess I’d better take over.” He spoke with 
such authority that nobody protested. “What do you say, 
miss?” 

“Go ahead.” She grinned. 

The casino guards carried the unconscious dealer away. 
Without even pausing to glance at his predecessor, Gélson 
took his place across the table from the woman. 

He glared at her. 

She didn’t flinch. 

And so their battle began. 

Gélson, of course, had no intention of giving her a free 
tide. In other words, he planned to cheat magically. If he 
worked at it, he could overcome the cancellation spell he’d 
cast on the table. He planned to destroy her, without mercy. 

To put her off her guard, at first, he deliberately rolled to 
her advantage. 

But for some reason, she proceeded to bet only a minimal 
amount on the most difficult number. The result of which, 
naturally, since he was cheating, was that Gélson won. 

The next round was the same. 

So was the next. 

After three rounds of this, it became obvious even to 
Gélson that she knew exactly what he was up to. Even with 
her back against the wall, this woman showed no signs of 
losing her nerve. 

Is she really planning on walking away? I won't let her. . . . 

Gélson cast a spell on the dice that would make them roll 
a number that paid ten times the money down, and then 
handed them over to her. He had already rolled a pathetic 
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number, but no matter what his number was, she was sunk. 

But suddenly, she said, “I’ll take it,” and abandoned her 
cautious betting entirely, putting all her chips out. Everyone 
watching gave a little shriek. But the sound they made was 
nothing compared with the noise in Gélson’s mind. 

She had placed her chips on that very number, the one 
that paid tenfold. It had a chance of only one in several 
dozen thousand. If she rolled it, she would rake it in, but the 
tisk of missing was far greater. Almost nobody was ever stu- 
pid enough to bet on it. 

The crowd went nuts again at the result, but Gélson sim- 
ply passed her chips over. 

Then the woman’s mouth moved slightly, silently. When 
he saw this, Gélson sighed. Thought so. His lips moved, just 
like hers. It was a silent communication skill so old that 
armies all over the world used it. (In other words, it had be- 
come so common it was now almost useless as a method of 
secret communication.) 

Thank you, Staff Officer Gélson, she had just said. 

You're military? Special operations somewhere? 

But not somewhere fighting against your home country. 

Why did you come here? 

Nobody who'd come here to gamble would ever bet like 
that even if she knew he was cheating. Betting on a risky 
number that would almost certainly fail suggested she didn’t 
mind if she lost. Gambling was no more than a game to her. 
She was here for something else. 

There’s someone I want to meet, she answered. 

The game continued as they spoke, with the dice rolling 
for the next round. Gélson gave the dice back to her only 
slightly modified, so that they would produce an unpre- 
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bling. 

The woman made a normal bet and lost in the usual fash- 
ion. 

Someone you want to meet? You mean. . . 

Exactly. We have reasons that require us to meet with your 
chief. 

The woman won the next round. 

Don’t be stupid. Nobody ever knows where The Third is. To 
protect him from assassins, he’s so well hidden even we don't 
know what he looks like. He’ll never meet a surprise guest. 

I know. But we need to meet him, and quickly. 

The game went on. The woman’s pile of chips neither 
grew nor diminished. 

“Would you like a drink?” a good-looking young brown- 
skinned waiter said, offering to the woman a glass on a tray. 

She shook her head. “No thanks. I’m not at all inclined 
to drink now. You never know what might happen.” 

Common sense suggested she might be being offered a 
glass of poison. Gélson had no idea if the waiter had really 
poisoned the drink or not, but it was only natural for her to 
be cautious. 

You know the risks. 

It’s my job. 

May I ask your name? he asked silently. After all, it’s not 
like you're getting out of here by any usual method. If you want 
to meet The Third, you’re not going to be able to hide your iden- 
tity for long. 

She answered directly. Reizé Riskassé. 


Personally, | would have preferred some other way, but 
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there was none. 

After all, we were up against the legendary Inga Mugan- 
dou III, chief of the Pirate City and top dog in the under- 
world. 

While we weren’t sure it had really been him, one of the 
people who had come to see the dragon had introduced 
himself as such. We had no other clues, so we had been 
forced to believe it had been him and come here. According 
to the major, it was almost impossible to give a fake name or 
disguise your identity in front of a dragon. So the odds were 
it was the man himself. 

I just can’t get over those people in Romiazalth. . . . 

Sure, their city was a little isolated from the world, but 
none of them had even heard of Mugandou III. He had 
given his name (it was, at least, certain that it had been a 
man), paid the fee, and gone in to meet the dragon without 
anyone thinking anything of it. We had no idea what busi- 
ness he might have had with the dragon, but that just made 
it even more suspect. 

According to the stories, the chief of the floating city 
loved gambling and took a great personal interest in skilled 
gamblers. Since I’d been trained in this sort of thing, | was 
forced to perform. 

We had no wiggle room. Usually, with a strategy like this, 
you would stay for several days, gradually applying pressure, 
but we couldn’t afford to do that. We had exactly one day to 
accomplish everything. And while this man was a suspect, 
he was also the owner of the world’s largest casino, with the 
financial resources of a small nation. 1 could think of ab- 
solutely no reason why he'd ever want to kill a dragon. We 
were basically here only because Ed insisted he wanted to 
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talk to everyone who had met the dragon. 

But if our strategy failed, oh, well. We were done here. 

I continued to gamble, staring at the man across from me. 

“Okay,” he said, and threw the dice. As a member of the 
same profession, I’d heard about ex—staff officer Gélson. He 
may have fallen on hard times to end up ina place like this, 
but his ability was genuine. 

I had never expected to face off against someone like 
him. I was secretly starting to worry. 

“Pll take it,” I said. 1 couldn’t afford to back down. We 
might be pressed for time, but we didn’t have to leave yet. 
We had to wait as long as possible, or there was no reason for 
us to have come here in the first place. 

Since neither of us were controlling the numbers I rolled, 
we could not predict what I would roll, and a periodic (but 
unnecessary) big win came my way. The audience cheered. 
But I wasn’t there to make money, so my win did not make 
me happy. 

“Very impressive!” Ed murmured happily. He was in dis- 
guise, which meant he wore a different mask than usual. 
Who did he think I was doing this for? 1 wondered. The 
major had noticed that things weren’t going well and was 
starting to fidget. 

But it would never do to deliberately lose. Once lost, it’s 
not easy to get your luck back. Which was the problem here. 

You’re doing well. Planning on walking out of here the new 
owner? Gélson said, still using the silent communication 
technique. 

Good heavens no. I simply want to meet Mugandou III, I an- 
swered, but I could understand why he didn’t believe me. 

Why do you want to meet The Third? 
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For reasons I can’t explain to you. 

We had to keep the dragon's death a secret. 

You can't tell me, but ‘you want to meet him anyway? Get 
real. 

I agreed, so I smiled a little. 

“What's so funny” he said aloud. 

I winced. Oops. Ed’s habit of smiling was catching. 

Do you know where Mugandou III was three months ago? | 
said, changing the subject. 

How would I? 

Well, I do. He was ina country town called Romiazalth, trav- 
eling by himself. We have this on good authority. 

There was a very slight shift in Gélson’s expression. He’d 
held a very good poker face while we were gambling, but 
now there was a very small, but clear, change. 

How do you know that? Is it true? 

If it isn’t true, then I have no reason to be here, and we'll leave 
at once, I said honestly, seeing no point in lying to him. 


But of course, Gélson had no way of knowing this. 

Who is she? What does she want? 

Each thing she'd said, considered alone, made sense. But 
taken as a whole, her statements just didn’t add up. 

For instance, if she were actually here to assassinate Mu- 
gandou III, then she would hardly be so stupidly honest as to 
say she came to meet him. But if they were here on business, 
then there was no need to meet the boss directly; they could 
simply go through the lower levels of his organization. And 
if they were here only to gamble, and this was all a bluff, 
than the negative effects of it would overwhelm any advan- 
tage gained. What did they want? 
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“Okay.” 

Other customers were watching, so they had to keep 
playing, but if things reached a crisis, this strange trio would 
suddenly be surrounded and slaughtered. No matter how 
strong the two bodyguards behind her were, more than a 
hundred guards worked in the casino. They didn’t stand a 
chance. Yet... 

“T'll take it.” 

This Reizé Riskassé must known that perfectly well, but 
she was completely unfazed, more calm than Gélson could 
comprehend. 

He won this round. Reizé plunked down her chips for the 
next round without hesitation. 

The biggest problem was that she had figured that he 
could cheat at any time, was able to sense it and take ad- 
vantage of it when he did. The rules of this game were sim- 
ple, so the mental battle was easy to read. But even then, the 
percentages gave him a huge advantage. 

“Okay.” 

He had the advantage, but Gélson had so far been unable 
to exploit it. 

“V’ll take it.” 

Reizé won. She was winning about sixty percent of the 
time. He hated to admit it, but talent and luck were on her 
side. 

He had no choice but to cheat. But how should he time 
it? His best bet was to let her win for a while and then snatch 
it all back when she got carried away, but would a woman 
this strong ever make such a blunder? 

“Okay.” 

“Pll take it.” 
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Frozen in deadlock, the battle continued for several more 
hours. 

Argh! We'll never get anywhere like this! 

Gélson made up his mind. If he didn’t go back to cheat- 
ing and risk it all on one round, this battle would never end. 
And she didn’t look tired at all. His nerves were going to 
fray long before hers did. 

And if The Third is actually here . . . 

If things kept up like this, it would be all his fault. This 
knowledge weighed on Gélson’s nerves far more than the 
actual battle. He was beginning to believe nothing was im- 
possible with this woman, and Mugandou III might actually 
show up, just as she wanted him to. 

If that man washed his hands of Gélson, and he were 
thrown out, he had nowhere to go. 

T have to win before that happens! 

Gritting his teeth, he fixed it so he would roll good num- 
bers and she would roll. bad ones. A very basic way-to cheat. 

And, as always, she said, "I’ll take it.” 

Good, Gélson thought, but when he saw the mountain of 
chips Reizé was putting down on the table, he almost 
shrieked. 

She was betting it all. 

The nightmare of his previous trick backfiring came 
flooding back to him. Once again, the moment he 
cheated .. . This was no coincidence. 

N-n-n-nnnnno...! 

She knew exactly what spell he had cast? 

Or was she just as capable of making the dice do whatever 
she wanted? 

Earlier, she had suddenly proved herself capable of con- 


128 KOUHE!I KADONO 


trolling the roll, and it would hardly be surprising if she were 
just as good at cheating. 

No, that’s impossible! She had rolled the dice many times by 
then! She would never suddenly start cheating like this! 

But... His thoughts were spinning dizzily. She had 
cheated magically many times. Then she had suddenly 
stopped, just in time to avoid their counterattack. Which 
meant... 

She’s laid a trap for me? Waiting for the next time I tried to 
cheat? 

Reizé took the dice and began rattling them around in 
her hand. 

The audience swallowed, watching closely. From the size 
of her bet, all of them could tell this was the final round. 

The dice left her hand, and as they slid across the table, a 
flood of thoughts raced through Gélson’s mind. 

Was this how he’d meet his end? 

The magic, the skills, the talent he had traded his youth 
to train, was it all fated to destroy him now? 

He had already been destroyed politically, but even so, 
his talents had kept him alive. Had that been merely a tem- 
porary delay? Was he doomed to destruction? 

Now that he thought about it, could he really say that he 
had used his ability to its full potential, the way he had al- 
ways intended to? 

If hadn’t gotten involved in politics, he sometimes 
thought . . . But he had done so of his own free will. 

But could he say he regretted none of his choices? 

Life was like gambling. This had been his philosophy 
ever since he arrived at Sokima Jestarus, but when he had 
got to place his bets, had he hesitated? Had he, to be frank, 
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held back? 

Yeah . . . I always thought I was being bold and aggressive, 
but compared with the way this woman plays, everything I’ve 
ever done was cautious and safe. 

He knew he’d realized this too late. When he’d gotten in- 
volved in politics, hadn’t he first thought about his own self- 
preservation? And here was this woman, risking a 
counterattack on a move he had made only for his own 
safety: the perfect metaphor for his own life. 

So he was going to lose. But looked at from another per- 
spective, this was a new beginning. The colossal amount of 
money he was about to lose here could be returned. All he 
had to do was promise Mugandou III that he was going out 
to do something amazing. It was a chance. Just as the 
woman had said, unless something like this happened, he 
would spend the rest of his life monitoring the casino, never 
able to make a deal with the chief of the Pirate City. 

Oh... . That’s what this is. There’s always a chance, any- 
where, anytime. Living means taking the bet when you're sup- 
posed to. 

Perhaps the result would be failure, he would be blamed 
for the loss, and be erased as an example. 

But he would take that bet, not allow himself to be 
meekly killed. 

He may have fled his own country, but he could take that 
bet again! This time he would not run! 


Just as Gélson had come to his resolution, stronger than 
iron, the dice stopped rolling. Reizé Riskassé had made a bad 
roll. Her chips were moved over to Gélson. 

“Aw, bad luck. I guess that’s enough of this game!” she 
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said brightly, and stood up. She and her bodyguards walked 
away. 

The audience watched in silence. The casino staff came 
up to slap Gélson on the back, but he just sat there stunned. 
It was a long time before he would be able to stand up. 


“Well, that was a waste of time,” I said as we headed 
quickly toward the barge where the transport ship was wait- 
ing. 

We’d been there for hours, but Mugandou III had never 
shown himself. All that work for nothing. 

“It seems like such a waste,” Ed said. He seemed to still be 
enjoying himself. 

“Don’t be foolish. If we had tried to leave with that kind 
of money, the bank would have been on our backs, trying to 
get it back. We'd have been the target of even more atten- 
tion.” 

“But, Heath, you would have just kicked their asses.” 

“Ts that how you think of me? As a bloodthirsty lunatic 
who fights without forethought?” 

“But aren’t you here to guard Miss Reizé this time? Once 
you made a promise, you would never leave your charge in 
danger.” 

“Well, yeah, if Riskassé were in danger... But that’s not 
the point!” 

It was clear that, even though he was yelling at the inno- 
cently smiling Ed, the major was relieved. So was I, but at 
the same time, I had made that last bet intending to lose 
(judging from Gélson’s face, it had been pretty clear he was 
cheating), but another part of me was thinking, Gosh, 
wouldn't it have been amazing if I’d won? 
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But the boat was sitting at the barge and was going 
nowhere fast. “Sorry! The wind spells on the sails aren’t 
holding up so good. We’ve got a sorcerer in checking them 
over.” 

“How long till we leave?” I asked. 

“Not much longer,” he said. “The next boat’ll be along 
soon enough, so even if we don’t get it fixed, you can leave 
then.” 

He said this so cheerfully that my suspicion that we were 
being deliberately held here faded. 

“Oh, well. Guess we'll wait.” 

We sat down on a bench on the observation deck. The 
same good-looking brown-skinned young waiter came up to 
us. “Would you like something to drink?” 

“No thanks.” I refused, again, but he just stood there grin- 
ning. “What?” I asked, 

He looked a little bashful. “You’re really good. 1 was very 
impressed! Every night, I do my job, and I see how violently 
people’s emotions can shift. But I’m totally floored by how 
calmly you accepted your loss,” he said excitedly. 

1 grimaced. “Thanks, I guess.” 

“Already made yourself a fan,” Ed said mockingly. Then 
he held out his hand. “I'll take a drink.” 

The boy cried happily, “Of course, of course!” and 
handed Ed a glass. Neither the major nor I said anything. 
Since he’d followed us all the way out here, it was unlikely 
to be poisoned. 

“Mm, that’s good. Who made this cocktail?” 

“T did. My own creation.” 

“Quite a talent. You have time to learn tricks like this de- 
spite your real job?” 
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“You really think so?” the waiter asked excitedly. 

“Yes. I know how busy you must be.” 

“Not as much as you might think.” 

“But when you went to see the dragon, you must have 
been pressed for time,” Ed said, still apparently making small 
talk. The waiter was equally calm, so neither of us knew 
quite how to react. 

“Not really; I was moving on my own, and I knew there 
was no use hiding my identity from the dragon. But when 
did you figure it out?” The boy grinned. 

“That’s what I’d like to know! You were right by our seats 
from the very beginning, and if you’d been an ordinary 
waiter, you’d never have grinned when Miss Reizé men- 
tioned ‘three months ago’ using silent communication.” 

“I see. That was when your reason for being here became 
clear. So, in the future, P’ll be more careful.” 

“So how did you know we were up to something so fast?” 

“I recognized you, E.T. Markwhistle. I didn’t know who 
the other two were, but when you try to disguise yourself in 
the future, I’d recommend wearing something dramatically 
different from what you usually wear. Just changing masks 
isn’t enough. The lower half of your face is exactly the 
same!” He grinned at us again. 

He... Ata glance, he just looked like an ordinary boy, 
but could he... Was he actually ...? 

“Inga Mugandou III?” the major asked, his voice shaking. 

The boy smiled at him. “I’m older than I look, really,” he 
said blandly, as if making a casual remark about the weather. 


2 


We were led to what appeared to be a storage room filled 


THE CASE OF THE DRAGON SLAYER = 133 


with haphazardly piled baggage. It hardly looked like the 
sort of place where the rulers of the floating city planned 
what to do with their vast fortunes and plotted the lives of 
the citizenry. But my impression changed the moment the 
chief sat down on the sofa. 

Then we could see that what had appeared to be nothing 
more than a pile of boxes, with works of art leaning against 
them, were actually carefully arranged to be viewed from the 
sofa, creating a sort of room neither too small nor too wide. 

The space had been created by someone with exquisite 
taste, and the result was quite persuasive. 

“Please,” Inga Mugandou III said. He waved elegantly for 
us to sit opposite him. 

“So, why did you agree to meet us?” I asked. 

The Third look surprised. “Because your skill impressed 
me! Exactly as you planned. What else?” 

I made a vague noise of gratitude. I couldn’t figure out if I 
should take this at face value. 

Ed spoke up. “So, let me ask again. How did you know 
that I am Markwhistle? I mean, I am hardly as famous as 
Heath here.” 

“But you are a field arbitrator. I pay close attention to you 
lot.” 

“What do you mean? Oh...” 

“Yes, you aren’t the first field arbitrator I’ve met. The first 
time, I thought, ‘I’d better keep an eye on these guys. Watch 
out for them.’ So of course 1 knew about you, and I knew 

that you always wear a mask.” 

“Who? Which of us made that impression on you?” 

“A man and a woman. Twins. They identified themselves 
collectively as Mirar Kirar.” 
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Ed’s mouth twisted, as if he’d bitten into a lemon. “Oh, 
them. My condolences,” he said bitterly. I’d almost never 
seen him express dislike for anything. “How badly did you 
fare?” 

The Third sighed. “No... the other way around. | was 
the one who profited. Unjustly.” 

He began telling us the long version of the story. 

“Supervising and managing this island is not my only 
business. I trade with many places, several of which are em- 
broiled in some sort of war. But 1 have never been involved 
in weapons manufacture or trade. For reasons I’m sure all of 
you can guess, but put simply, that sort of business is subject 
toan uncertain and vicious cycle. | never hesitate to make a 
bet, but I wouldn’t touch a business that unstable no matter 
how much profit I stood to make. 

“Which of course means that, in times of war, I supply 
medicine and food to the battlefields and surrounding areas. 
This is not a bad business at all. Unlike the weapons trade, 
you need never worry that your customers won’t be able to 
find a use for your products. Your customers always need 
these products. The demand never dries up. But this busi- 
ness is all about small profits and quick returns. One client 
I’d often dealt with was lucky enough to enter arbitration, 
heading toward an end to the war. | thought that sounded 
like a good thing. Once they were at peace again, there were 
all kinds of things they would need. Relations between the 
two countries would be good again. But the situation was 
not so simple. Because of those twins.” 

The Third allowed a sad smile to appear on his even- 
featured brown face. 

“They put the treaty together. At first, I respected them 


THE CASE OF THE DRAGON SLAYER 135 


for managing to get two countries that had once hated each 
other that much to listen to reason. But I soon understood 
how naive I had been. The Seven Seas Alliance had entered 
both countries, and the first it thing did was to poll the citi- 
zens, asking them whom they wished to see executed. The 
leaders of both countries were purged, according to the ‘cit- 
izens’ will.’ Many of these leaders had actually done their 
best to protect the citizens. | had advised them many times, 
as part of my food and medical supply business. It was a ter- 
tible waste to allow them to be the target of revenge. The 
younger brother explained this to me. While calmly killing 
hundreds of people, he explained that ‘the negative feelings 
lingering here need to be drawn out.’ The older sister never 
once spoke to me. She was so pretty she gave you chills, but 
I’ve never heard her say anything but two words: det or nein. 
Frankly. . .” 

Here The Third shook his head. 

“Just thinking about what fearsome things might happen 
if she used other words keeps me up at night.” 

“And since the majority of people in power were gone, 
you found yourself with a monopoly on many forms of busi- 
ness?” 

“Exactly. I soon withdrew, of course. Both countries were 
now much poorer than they had been even in the last days 
of the war. It was as if all the energy had been drained from 
them.” 

“They're both sorcerers, you see. They focus too heavily 
on curses and exploiting resentment.” 

“Yeah. They claimed all grudges are of equal value. But 
what about you, Mr. Markwhistle? What standard do you 
base your arbitration on?” the Third said, looking up at Ed. 


136 KOUHEI KADONO 

“Hard to say .. . 1 never do anything as dramatic as Mirar 
Kirar. I spend a lot of my time trying to decide which prob- 
lems can be solved with time and which can’t,” Ed said 
evenly. 

“I see... . You avoid placing bets as much as possible.” 

“I’m not good at betting. I have none of Miss Reizé‘s tal- 
ent.” 

The Third grinned. “Naturally! Few people are so 
skilled!” 

“Thanks,” I said, feeling guilty. 

At last, the major spoke. “Can we get down to business?” 
he suggested. His tone ...It wasn’t clear, but there was a 
distinct edge to it. I got the feeling that Heath and The 
Third were likely to rub each other the wrong way. After 
all... 
They’re the same type, I think. 

The Third had that air. 
“Certainly. Should I call you... the Wind Knight?” 
“As you like. It will mainly be Markwhistle asking you 


questions.” 
Ed nodded. “Exactly! Exactly! I had almost forgotten. 
The problem being...” 


“The dragon? Why did I go to see it?” The Third got 
there first. We were silent for a moment, so he looked 
amused. “What else could you want to know, after all the at- 
tention you paid to my visit to Romiazalth?” 

This was sensible enough. Ed nodded once more and 
asked, “Will you answer?” 

“Tt’s not much of a story. The mountains around there are 
tipe for mining, so 1 went to get permission.” 


“Did you?” 
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The Third grinned. “You know how deeply the dragons 
respect nature. I figured it was a long shot at best. But it said, 
‘Do what you will. But first, carefully consider the conse- 
quences.’ In that voice, the one that seems to beam directly 
into your head. So I gave up.” 

“Why did you go personally? You could have sent a 
henchman.” 

“Curiosity. I’m a pretty simple guy, really, and I’m always 
interested in powerful things. If I had a legitimate reason to 
go see a dragon, then why would I let someone go in my 
place?” he said proudly. His friendly grin seemed nothing 
like the smile of people in power. This reminded me of the 
major again. 

“What was your impression of the dragon?” Ed asked. 

The Third leaned back, looking at the ceiling. After a 
long pause; he said, “I have a tendency to view the world in 
very materialistic terms. I’ve got no problems getting my 
hands dirty to turn a profit, and I have neither sympathy nor 
mercy for those who lose everything gambling. I used to 
think there was nothing more worth pursuing than cold, 
hard profit. But after | met the dragon, | felt that 1 ought to 
reconsider some of my beliefs.” 

“You mean... ?” 

“] began to think that maybe I should value pride a little 
more. The dragon does. Nothing else in the world is 
so... resolute.” 

He looked quite enchanted. 

“T am the third to bear my name. My grandfather began it 
all, made this name’s reputation. My father broadened that 
reputation still further. | was given the name before | was 
even born. So | have always viewed my life as nothing more 
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than a continuation of theirs, never thought about what 
meaning I had on my own. But when | stood before the 
dragon, | realized how insignificant | was. The knowledge 
that there was a being in this world who is capable of ap- 
proaching someone and asking him directly what he 
thinks—even though that same being has the power to con- 
trol humans as he pleases. It was as if I knew myself for the 
first time as an entity distinct from The Third.” 

He nodded with great satisfaction. 

“I see. To what extent did the immortality of the dragons 
come into this?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean, did you think something like, ‘If I kill the 
dragon, then I am even greater than it? Ed asked. 

The Third laughed heartily. “Kill a dragon? How!?” 

“Oh, just an example. If you knew a way to kill a dragon, 
would you?” 

“Would I? Did you truly understand the meaning of those 
words before you used them?” 

“What's that?” 

“A way to kill a dragon ... If such a thing actually ex- 
isted, do you have any idea of its value?” 

“Value?” 

“Exactly, Can you imagine just how much military value 
such a thing would have? Or how much wealth it could 
bring its possessor? It would fetch an unprecedented price. 
You could buy two or three small countries with your earn- 
ings. If there is such a thing, and you know about it, I would 
be happy to buy it from you. But if you’re asking whether I 
would use that method to kill a dragon myself, then my an- 
swer is that ] am not so stupid as to waste such an incredible 
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| business opportunity.” 

Logical. If a country managed to put a dragon’s ability to 
military use, then that country could rule the world. If that 
nation had a way of killing the dragon, then that would be 
the inevitable result. But this scenario didn’t seem to be this 
particular murderer's intention. The dragon had been qui- 
etly killed, and nothing else had happened at all. 

“But if there existed such a method, you would surely 
have to test it yourself to see if it were truly effective.” 

“There are many other ways to do that. No reason at all 
to do something as dangerous as turn the dragons against 


” 


you. 

“True enough.” Ed sighed. 

I felt just as he did. 

This man clearly had no motive. We had known that be- 
fore, but now the point was being driven painfully home. 

And The Third had, right away, put his finger on a prob- 
lem we hadn’t yet even considered. 

Even if there were such a method, why did anyone have 
to actually use it? 

Why would anyone need to kill that dragon so badly they 
were willing to take the risk of making enemies of the other 
six dragons? 

The major brooded in silence. To put it rather provoca- 
tively, he looked annoyed that he was unable to come up 
with a reason to suspect this man. 

“No more questions?” The Third asked innocently. 

“One more,” Ed said, raising his index finger. “When you 
met the dragon, were you ready to die?” 

“Of course,” The Third said instantly. 

“T see. Thank you.” 
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“Not at all. I enjoyed this. I hope my story helps your ar- 
bitration.” 

“It was extremely helpful. Especially the details about 
your state of mind,” Ed said quietly. 

The Third nodded. “That aside .. . Reizé Riskassé,” he 
said, turning toward me. 

“Yes?” 

“Should the day come when you can no longer abide mil- 
itary life, then come to me. I'll have a job waiting for you. 
Make you my right hand.” 

“Pll think about it.” 

“And so to you all: Goodbye,” he said, waving his hand, 
and Inga Mugandou III vanished like a mirage. 

Ed and I both leaped from our seats, but the major said 
calmly, “Don’t be surprised. You know as well as I did that he 
never shows himself in person, to guard against assassina- 
tion.” 

“M-magic? We were talking to an illusion?” 

“You noticed that, Heath?” 

“T moved to cut him down, but there was no resistance. I 
was sure of it then.” 

“It was bad manners not to tell us.” 

“The real Mugandou was projecting the illusion from 
somewhere else, so it’s the same thing as meeting him in per- 
son,” said Heathrow. 

“That’s true,” Ed admitted. 

“But one thing that is clear: We shouldn't say anything 
carelessly here. We have no way of telling who might be lis- 
tening,” the major said with a meaningful nod. 

“Right.” 

Such as the fact that the dragon had already been killed. 
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We couldn't allow that to get out. 

Silently, we exited the secret room in the hold. It must 
have been one of countless rooms just like it, hidden in the 
floating city. 


As they’d surmised, Inga Mugandou III was seated in a dark- 
ened room, watching the three of them through a crystal 
ball. 

“The Wind Knight, a field arbitrator, and a brilliant, tal- 
ented female officer. An intriguing trio.” He grinned. His 
face was, surprisingly, almost exactly the same as the illu- 
sion’s, with one major difference: His brown skin was cov- 
ered in tattoos—defensive spells. 

“Clearly, they're traveling for extraordinary’ reasons, 
but”—The Third’s expression stiffened—“it’s hard to be- 
lieve . . . But if the message that assassin brought before they 
arrived was true, and the dragon is really dead... ?” 

Whether it was true or not, to him it was just one more 
thing he needed to be prepared for. He liked the dragons and 
regretted that they might be in danger. But it was not so dif- 
ferent from any of the other sticky situations he had cus- 
tomarily dealt with. 

“Well, either way, it won’t hurt to pay attention to how 
the arbitration in Romiazalth turns out.” 

The Third ran his fingers across the crystal ball, and it 
changed to a close-up view of Reizé'‘s face. 

“But it is such a shame to let her go,” he whispered, with 
a sincerity appropriate to the youthfulness of his face. 
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Fleeing the all-too-numerous free drinks being offered to 
him to celebrate his victory, Gélson went outside alone. 

He sighed. He’d had a lot to drink and was now pretty far 
from being sober. But he had an empty feeling, despite his 
victory, that no amount of booze could drive away. 

He couldn’t stop thinking about how completely that 
woman had had him at her mercy. Had toyed with him. And 
it was this feeling that felt more real than his so-called vic- 
tory. 

“Damn it.” Sprawling drunkenly against the railing, he 
cursed into the wind. “Treat me like a fool .. .” 

He lifted his face and saw the passenger ship passing right 
in front of him. He watched it idly, then cried out in sur- 
prise. 

The three of them were standing on deck. 

He was filled with rage. 

It’s all their fault! 

He had in fact benefited from their visit, but he was as fu- 
rious as if something important had been stolen from him. 

Before he knew it, he was in the stance his years in the 
military had made second nature: the stance to cast an at- 
tack spell when the enemy was in front of you. 

The three of them were talking animatedly and never no- 
ticed him. Even if they had, there was nothing they could 
have done. The spell was so powerful it would turn the en- 
tire boat to driftwood. After all, he had once worked in the 
front lines of his country’s army. 

All these years . . . all this rage . . . Take it all! 

Certainly, he was taking his frustration out on them. But 
at that moment, he genuinely meant it, so he didn’t hold 
back, didn’t hesitate. 
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He took aim, about to unleash the spell . . . 

And one of the three, the only one still wearing a mask 
(though he could swear it was a different mask), slipped the 
elegant white gloves off his hands and exchanged them for a 
knight's fingerless gloves. In that fraction of a second, Gél- 
son saw it. 

Saw the red scorpion etched on the back of the man’s 
hand: the Crest of Death. 

“Th-that’s. .. !?” His drunkenness vanished instantly, his 
attack spell and murderous intent banished with it. 

If anyone attempted to use magic to rid the bearer of that 
terrifying and ancient curse, it would send a lethal shock 
wave in all directions, destroying everything in its path. 
Anything it touched would disintegrate instantaneously, de- 
voured by the curse. 

If he attacked that man now, the entire floating city 
would be annihilated. 

Wh-why does that man bear such a curse!? 

Once again, he realized what a child he really was. That 
man had never once looked worried or exhausted in the 
casino, but Gélson could see the color of the crest clearly: It 
had been on his hand for nearly two weeks. He had only half 
a month left to live. 

Wh-what is he doing? Where is he trying to go? 

But at this point, the travelers themselves did not know. 
Only heaven knew, and Gélson was pretty far from heaven. 
He had never even come close. 
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The wasteland had no name. 

No one ever journeyed there. No country laid claim to it. 
Because of this, no one had ever troubled to give it a name. 
Most maps simply marked it with black and yellow stripes. 
The meaning of this mark was: DANGER. DO NOT 
ENTER. 

In the past, a very small number of adventurers had 
braved exploring this wasteland—as well as a few smugglers, 
who had taken the risk of crossing, heavily laden with their 
ill-gotten goods, with dreams of making their fortune. 

And that was it: It remained exactly as it had always 
been, so harsh and forbidding it was inaccessible to humans. 
No one, not even the greediest of kings, entertained any no- 
tion of reclaiming the wasteland and absorbing it into his 
territory. 

For one simple reason. 

A dragon lived there. 
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We arrived at this wasteland riding on a high-speed aug- 
mented bird Ed had commandeered from the nearest Seven 
Seas Alliance outpost, thanks to his special privileges. The 
bird landed before we reached our destination. 

“Oh, well. It looks as if it won’t fly any closer,” the major 
said, dismounting. He’d been holding the reins. “We'll have 
to walk the rest of the way.” 

The major fed the fretting augmented bird some con- 
densed feed while attempting to soothe it. Ed and I made 
ourselves busy attaching a hook to a nearby rock, where we 
could tether the bird. 

The sky was cloudy. 

We removed the protective clothing we’d worn during 
our flight, packed the garments into the augmented bird’s 
luggage rack, and started off. 

Using “The Map for Kings and Traitors” we'd bought 
from Nanya and Sonya for an exorbitant sum, folded over to 
the relevant portion so we could check our movements 
against it, we advanced through the rows of barren rock. We 
kept a careful lookout for the giant lizards who made their 
homes among the rock—and might leap out at us at any mo- 
ment. 

Since none of us felt like speaking, we moved in silence. 

After about an hour, I let out a sigh. 

The major turned toward me. “Perhaps you really should 
have waited behind, Riskassé.” 

1 looked surprised. “W-why? I’m fine. I’m not tired at all!” 
1 exclaimed. 

The major shook his head. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m 
not worried about you holding us back. But what we're 
about to meet is . . . a more typical dragon. One not known 
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for its love of humans. It is very dangerous. Not only might 
we well end up being killed, it is entirely likely we will van- 
ish into thin air without even knowing why we’re being 
killed.” 

“]-if the two of you are going, then I have to go as well,” 
I said decisively. 

The major looked at me for a minute, then nodded. 
“Okay. It may well be that, of the three of us, you are actu- 
ally the most qualified to meet the dragon.” 

I was relieved. We began walking again. 

“But we will have to tell the dragon one of its kind has 
been killed,” I said. This had actually been bugging me for a 
while. 

“Yeah,” the major said reluctantly, “And there’s no 
telling how it will react. But if it isn’t told by humans, it may 
blame all of mankind and destroy us all. Someone has to 


” 


go. 

Ed jumped in. “The dragon already knows,” he said, 
shrugging. 

Both of us stared at him. 

“Of course it does. Think how much power a dragon has. 
There’s no way it wouldn’t have noticed the gulf created by 
the death. And this dragon knows what we don’t: exactly 
when the one in Romiazalth died.” 

“Right.” 

“But, Markwhistle, do you think it knows why the other 
dragon was killed?” 

“Does it know who killed it? How would I know? We'll 
have to ask. Of course, we have no way of knowing if it will 
answer.” 

“That’s not exactly what I meant,” the major said, and 
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then fell silent. 

I knew what he had stopped himself from saying. Neither 
of us had said it, but I’d had one thought running through 
my mind since before our journey even began. I was sure the 
major felt the same way. 

But Ed just regarded our mutual silence with puzzlement, 
not understanding us in the least. “What’s wrong with you 
two? I know you two are close, but try not to leave me out al- 
together.” 

“Markwhistle, has it really never occurred to you?” 

“What?” 

“The fact is, there’s nothing in this world that could ever 
kill a dragon.” 

“But it was killed, so someone must have killed it.” 

“Right. Which means... Well, it can mean only one 
thing, right? I mean, saying it does nothing to help make the 
arbitration in Romiazalth come about, so I’ve avoided it 
thus far, but .. .” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“I find it pretty hard to believe, but since the world 
hardly ever works the way I'd like it to, I can’t deny the pos- 
sibility.” 

“This isn’t like you at all. Stop beating around the bush 
and say what you mean,” Ed said, genuinely not understand- 
ing. 

“Well, dragons are bigger and more powerful than any- 
thing. So only one thing in this world can kill a dragon.” 

“What?” 

“Obviously,” the major sighed. “Another dragon.” 

Ed’s jaw dropped. “What the hell does that mean?” 

“The only thing that could possibly kill a dragon is an- 
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other dragon.” 

“So...um...” Ed began tapping his mask with one fin- 
ger. “Heath, what you're trying to suggest is, essentially, ‘The 
dragon was killed by another dragon?’ Am I getting this 
right?” he said, as if not believing his ears. 

“What else?” the major said mournfully. He had great re- 
spect for the dragons, and his suspicions weighed heavily on 
him. 

“Hmmm .. . Really?” Ed said, ignoring the major’s suffer- 
ing. Once again, he adopted his classic tone of mockery. 
“And why did that even occur to you? I can’t understand it 
at all.” 

Before the major could answer, I said, “But... it’s the 
only thing that makes sense.” 

Ed looked at me, snorting. “Why do you think that?” 

“Well ...!” 

“A dragon, with its almost infinite magical power, picks 
up a metal pole and stabs it into the narrow gap between two 
scales on the back of the neck?” Ed shook his head, as if 
faced with a great absurdity. “Why kill its victim in such a 
roundabout manner? Why leave the body lying around in 
the cave like that? As if the dragon were trying to keep its 
actions secret from humans. Do you really think it would do 
that?” 

“No, probably not—” 

“But, Markwhistle, the fact that the dragon has been 
killed is already impossible. A few incomprehensible fac- 
tors—” 

“Precisely the opposite!” Ed declared. “Exactly because 
the situation appears to be impossible and incomprehensi- 
ble, the solution to it must be entirely realistic and logical. 
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It happened here, in this world. The killer operates under 
exactly the same conditions as we are. He lives according to 
the same logic as we do. Forgetting that and fleeing to the 
absurd will blind you to the truth you might otherwise have 
seen.” 

I had never heard Ed speak so seriously. 

“But the dragon is not the same as us. It exists on a much 
higher plane than we do.” 

“No, it is the same. The dragon is merely better than us,” 
Ed said, with a frightening confidence. But his words made 
no sense. Didn’t being better than us also make it different? 

“If you confuse its superiority with the basic laws of its ex- 
istence, then you end up with lazy thinking like ‘The dragon 
is special so it does things in a special way.’ And that is an in- 
sult to the dead dragon!” Ed said forcefully. Suddenly I real- 
ized he wasn’t merely confident of himself. He was angry. 

“I can see what you're trying to say,” the major said, ac- 
cepting Ed’s anger. “But don’t forget that we have no time.” 

Ed’s shoulders slumped. “I know. If we meet the dragon 
and learn nothing, then we will have to start to look for al- 
ternative solutions.” 

“Our ultimate goal is nothing more than pulling off this 
arbitration. Even if our results are not the truth, as long as 
they work ... we can spend the next decade uncovering the 
truth, at our leisure.” 

“But in this situation, not being able to state the facts 
clearly is a problem. We have been granted only that much 
respite,” Ed said, shaking his head. 

“What do you mean?” I asked. The major’s logic made 
perfect sense to me. 

Ed looked slightly put upon. “Lying will be of no use at 
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all, which is why both Heath and I have given our honest 
opinion.” 

I couldn't grasp his meaning at all, so I looked at the 
major for help. His arms were folded, and his eyes were 
closed, as if waiting for something. 

“What's going on? What are you talking about?” 

“There’s a saying that you must do all that is humanly 
possible and leave the rest to fate,” Ed said with a pained 
smile. “But we have not yet done all that is humanly possi- 
ble. So it feels somewhat inadequate to stand waiting for our 
fates.” 

He looked down at the ground. 

I did the same. 

Oh, | thought. 

I had no shadow. 

The sky was cloudy and the ground was dark, but even so, 
I couldn’t see my shadow at all. But the area around us was 
bright enough that I should have been able to see some- 
thing. 

But the area around my feet was very dark. It was as if the 
area around us was dark, and all the light was coming from 
the sides. 

As if we were in a room, standing in a spot where we 
could see out the window, but we were outdoors, in the 
wasteland. There was no roof. Was it a cloud? ] thought . . . 

And at last | figured it out. 

I looked around me. The ground was too jagged to be 
sure, but there was a border line. The land in shadow, and 
the land around it—something in the air above us was cast- 
ing a huge shadow on the ground. 

I swallowed and slowly tilted my head back, looking up. 
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Our eyes met. 

My body stopped moving. The overwhelming presence 
blew aside all claims to individuality Reizé Riskassé may 
have had. How long had it been there? Had it been there all 
along? 

S-so...Sothis... Thisisareal...!A-aliving... 

A real, honest-to-God dragon, silently hovering in the 
air, directing asolemn, cold glare, like lightning, down at us 


humans. 


2 


First the major let out a deep breath and looked up. “We 
have a question! Will you answer?” 

The response, as rumor had suggested, was so powerful it 
seemed to echo directly inside our heads. 

I shall first question you. Humans, why do you come to this 
land and seek audience with me? 

The major opened his mouth, but Ed answered first: “If 
you know one of your brethren has been killed, why do you 
not take action?” 

The dragon answered this direct question without a mo- 
ment’s hesitation. 

It was not my brethren. Merely another being of the same 
species. 

We all gasped a little. I spoke up. “Th-then ... did you 
kill it?” I asked, as directly as I could. 

The dragon ignored me utterly. You have not answered the 
question. Why have ‘you come to me? 

Ed answered, “To ask questions. That is the purpose of 
our journey.” 

Then you believe I have the answer you desire? 
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“Maybe, we thought. Perhaps you would know how 
someone could kill a dragon.” 

That requires no great effort, the dragon said simply. We 
were all stunned, but it continued, Nothing in the world is in- 
destructible. I, and all beings like me, will someday cease to exist. 
It is easy enough to kill us. After all, all of us, from the moment 
we are born, are handed the burden of our destiny: our death. 
Every day we are already dying. You need no special ability. If 
you wait long enough, any being can be killed. 

“J see.” Ed nodded. But what he said next was beyond our 
understanding. “It sounds as if you do know. You know how 
the dragon in the place we call Romiazalth was killed.” 

He sounded very sure of himself. The major and I both 
took our eyes off the dragon and looked at Ed. The dragon’s 
shadow hid the expression behind his mask. 

Silence. The dragon did not respond. 

Ed continued, “Otherwise, you would have acted. Even if 
you do not care, that does not explain why the other five 
dragons have done nothing. No creature in the world fails to 
worry about its own safety when a being no different from it- 
self dies. 

“I wondered if you were waiting for the right time to act, 
so I waited for half a month as we traveled, but you still did 
not move. There could be only two reasons for this,” Ed said, 
not hesitating for a moment to lecture the most powerful 
being in the world, despite seeing one for the first time. 
“First, that you are well aware that all dragons harbor a self- 
destructive urge. If this were true, it would make sense for 
you to sit still and wait for death. But now that I have met 
you, it is clear this explanation is incorrect.” 

Oh? Why do you say that? the dragon asked, as if Ed had 
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interested it for the first time. 

“Because you showed yourself before us. If you were wait- 
ing to be killed, you would never do something so threaten- 
ing. And... at any moment, you could kill us all easily, and 
you show no signs of dropping your guard.” 

If you want me to kill you, human, I'd be happy to, the 
dragon said, with a touch of a snigger. 

Ed didn’t bat an eyelash. “Please wait till after we’re done 
talking. The other reason you haven’t acted—the one I be- 
lieve to be correct—is that you know exactly why the 
dragon in Romiazalth died and are confident that you are in 
no danger of dying the same way. In other words, you know 
that this method of killing was effective only on that partic- 
ular dragon. Am I right?” 

Our eyes opened wide at Ed’s words. This masked man 
was risking his life on this journey but had been thinking 
about this all along, wondering if the dragons were going to 
do something? I was so caught up in the urgency of our mis- 
sion that it had never once occurred to me to wonder why 
the other dragons had remained silent. 

The tone of Ed’s voice grew bolder and bolder. “So what 
makes you different from the Romiazalth dragon? What did 
that dragon have that the other dragons do not? The answer 
is obvious!” he yelled, waving his body around wildly. 

Humans? the dragon said, getting ahead of Ed. 

Ed nodded. “Exactly. It was close to humans. That is the 
key to everything. There is no other reason or cause for the 
dragon’s death. In a place like this, you could never kill a 
dragon. Unless the dragon itself approached humans.” Ed 
glared up at the dragon. 

What of it? the dragon said, unmoved. One dragon came 
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lose to humankind and has now vanished from the world. That 
1as nothing to do with your world, human. 

“Yes, it does. It has everything to do with our world,” Ed 
aid, shaking his head in great agitation. “Humans may 
nean little to you, but dragons are a matter of life and death 
‘0 us. Hundreds of thousands of human lives may depend on 
our being able to prove how the dragon was killed.” 

The dragon replied coldly, Then say it was killed by another 
dragon, if you're having trouble making a story stick. 

“But that is not the truth!” Ed roared. “No dragon killed 
it! It was killed by humans!” 

Then why do you believe the dragon in this Romiazalth was 
killed? 

“Because that dragon liked humans!” Ed shrieked. “It had 
too much contact with them, which got it killed. But this is 
not something we can allow! At this rate... At this rate, 
humans will become far too terrible a life-form!” I could 
hear Ed’s teeth grinding together. 

Are they not a terrible life-form now? the dragon asked, hos- 
tile as ever. That curse on your right hand . . . Did a human 
not put it there? Do ‘you not call that terrible? 

“This is nothing. I’ve seen worse things done, many 
times. All of them by human hands. But there are other hu- 
mans who would give their all to rid the world of that kind 
of evil. That’s why—” Ed started to say. 

They would rid the world of evil? Like this? the dragon said. 

A moment later, Ed’s right hand jerked upward, flailing 
around on its own. The glove came off, exposing the crest 
below. It shone brightly for a moment and then exploded. 

Bang. 

And Ed’s right arm shattered from the elbow down. 
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Ed’s face twisted in pain, and he fell to his knees. Blood 
gushed from the shattered remains of his arm. 

One less evil thing in the world, the dragon above us said, in 
a voice like freezing rain. 

The Crest of Death, which should have been impossible 
to remove, had vanished with one single, merciless thought. 
Along with the arm it had been placed upon. 

“Gaaaaaaaah!” Ed screamed, the sound forced out of him 
by the intensity of his pain. 

“What did you do?” the major yelled, white-faced. 

It was his idea to banish evil from the world, the dragon said 
quietly. 

“But in such a ruthless fashion!?” 

The dragon whose life was taken, completely without mercy. 
Was it allowed a chance to protest, as you have? 

The major’s mouth snapped shut. And... 

“.,ah, ahhh.” ...I didn’t know what to do. Hazily, 1 
thought someone should tend to Ed’s wounds, so I reached 
out toward him. 

But he stood up before I could touch him. 

“It’s exactly as you say. Heath, we have no right to com- 
plain.” His voice was weak, but his will was clear. 

“M-Markwhistle . . .” 

Ignoring the major, Ed looked upward, at the dragon. 

“But... Lama little relieved.” 

Why? 

“I wondered if dragons had no emotions, but you clearly 
are angry. Against the rage you feel for your brethren’s 

death, an arm or two is an easy sacrifice,” he whispered, 
blood still oozing from the jagged end of his arm, past the 
hand he had clamped over it. 
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The dragon kept silent. 

“And now | am certain. I can now ask you the real ques- 
tion I came to ask you.” 

What would that be? 

“If humans are so wicked, why do the dragons not attack 
them, in search of revenge? But I don’t ask for an answer yet. 
Until the puzzle is solved, no human has the right to ask.” 

Ed was breathing heavily, his voice barely above a whis- 
per, but even on the windy plain, we could hear him clearly. 
At last, I realized the dragon was raising the volume of his 
voice. 

The dragon wants to hear him? 

And the spell affected us as well. 

“But ... But tell me one thing. Should we humans be 
more frightened of the dead dragon than of you living drag- 
ons?” 

Neither the major nor I had any idea what Ed meant by 
this. 

And the dragon’s answer was equally beyond our under- 
standing. 

The true value of humanity may be determined by whether 
they view that as a threat or not, it said in a quiet voice with 
no trace of emotion. 

Ed nodded. “In that case . . . please wait. I will figure out 
exactly how that dragon was killed, which I doubt you know 
yet, and come to tell you. You see . . . I find it hard to believe 
that a dragon can really just be killed, as easily as stepping 
on an ant.” 

It comes down to its heart, now lost forever with its death. 

“His death has made you all despair. But I beg you to 
withhold your judgment until I have solved the mystery.” 
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Are you bargaining with us, human? 

“Yes. 1am a field arbitrator. It is my job to find the com- 
mon ground between two minds who seem to agree on noth- 
ing,” Ed said. Despite his missing arm, despite the waves of 
pain racking his body, he sounded more proud than I’d ever 
heard him sound before. 

The dragon fell silent. 

“A-at least stop the blood, Riskassé!” the major said, 
helping Ed to stand upright. 

“R-right!” I quickly pulled bandages and medicine from 
the bag on my shoulder and moved to tend his wound. But I 
couldn't. 

The major and I were thrown backward by an invisible 
shock wave, dragged away from Ed. 

“Abh!?” 

It was the dragon’s power. Unable to resist, we rolled 
across the ground. When we finally stopped, we were unable 
to stand. 

An invisible power was pressing down upon us, and our 
bodies felt as heavy as iron. We were unable to move even a 
single finger. 

“M-Markwhistle!” the major gasped. The fact that he was 
able to talk at all proved his extraordinary strength, but 
even the Wind Knight was unable to move. 

My body told me of the dragon’s overwhelming power. If 
its power were used on an army, the soldiers and armored 
horses and augmented birds and magical weapons 
squadrons, every single part of the army, would be unable to 
take even the smallest step and would starve to death. No 
army in the world could stand up to the power of a living 
dragon. 
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Ed stood staring up at the dragon, not even looking at us. 

At last, the dragon said, in answer to Ed’s pointed gaze, 
You say you can solve the mystery? 

“Yes.” 

Do you think that is what the dead dragon desires? 

“T couldn’t say. But... But I can’t bear for the dragon’s 
death to have a harmful influence on the world.” 

The dragon didn’t respond. 

“On our travels, we have spoken to people who met the 
dragon. All of them, without exception, told us proudly that 
their minds had been enriched because of that dragon. If the 
dragon simply vanishes, their feelings, the feelings these 
people have . . . will become a lie.” 

Ed’s eyes were no longer focusing. 

“I... don’t want that. Not again...” 

Then he swayed and toppled to the ground. 

And... I’m sure I saw the dragon’s eyes narrow. I had no 
idea how to interpret this change in the dragon’s expression. 
But with Ed unconscious, the dragon asked the major and 
me, What happened in his past? 

“What's that?” 

He said, “Not again.” This implies that, once before, some- 
thing similar happened to him. 

I gasped. Even the major drew a sharp breath. 

“Um...” 

Does it have anything to do with why he wears a mask? 

“T would not be much of a friend if I told that story with- 
out his permission. But once before, he lost the world he 
knew. So—” 

He is most serious when something is about to be lost? the 
dragon asked, sounding as if it understood. 
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As for me . .. |couldn’t understand a thing that had hap- 
pened. 

Sweat was running off my forehead into my eyes, so I 
wiped it away. 

Wait... 

My body could move again! 

] jumped up. The major rose at the same time. 

We ran over to Ed, and neither of us could believe our 
eyes. 

Ed was... not yet conscious where he lay, but. . . his 
right arm, which had been blown to smithereens, was ex- 
actly where it should be, as if nothing had happened. 

“A-an illusion... ?” 

“No, his blood is still all over the ground. It was torn off, 
but the amputation was magically cured. His arm was put 
back on.” 

The major slowly, carefully picked Ed up. 

Tell him . . . , the dragon said. We looked up. 

But it was no longer there. Gone as suddenly as it had ap- 
peared. Only its voice remained. 

Keep your word, and solve the mystery. And then the pact he 
desires will come about. . . . 

The voice drifted away. 

“W-wait!” the major shouted, but its presence grew thin, 
and then it was gone. 

We stood there staring up at the clouds, astonished. At 
last, I lowered my head, searching for words. “S-so dragons 
are more merciful than people say. Even though one of them 
was killed, it still gave Ed his arm back. ” 

“No. Just the opposite,” the major said in a low voice. I 
looked at him in surprise. He nodded, took Ed’s right hand, 
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and showed it to me. 

“Oh,” I murmured. It was back the way it had 
been... complete with the Crest of Death. 

“B-but it removed that. . .” 

“The dragons feel no pity for us. In this case, it has merely 
delayed judgment temporarily.” 

The winds snatched the major’s voice away. I could 
barely make him out. Whatever had allowed us to hear Ed’s 
whisper earlier was long since gone. 

The dragon had appeared before us, made our mission all 
the more urgent, and then vanished without helping us to 
solve the mystery at all. 


3 


When he heard that the dragon of the nameless wasteland 
had been seen flying in the air for the first time in thirty 
yeats, Arnas, who normally worked as a boating pilot 
through the wasteland’s arduous regions, dropped every- 
thing and made haste toward the site. But by the time he got 
there, there was no sign of the dragon, and his twenty-year- 
old dream of seeing all the world’s dragons with his own eyes 
remained unfulfilled. 

“Damn it! I thought it really was true this time!” he cried, 
writhing his massive body around in anguish. 

“You got no luck, Arnas,” laughed the owner of the bar- 
cafeteria. "You've been here ten times, and usually people 
start seeing it just after you leave.” 

“Sometimes I think the dragon knows all about me and is 
doing it deliberately to mess with my head,” he grumbled, 
sipping Hiiki liquor at a counter seat. 

“Still, you've already seen five, and that’s damn impres- 
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sive. You’ve probably seen more dragons than anyone else in 
history.” They'd known each other long enough for him to 
reach over the counter and slap Arnas on the back. “You’re 
what I call a real adventurer.” 

“Forget that. I’m not even in the adventurers guild,” 
Arnas said, shaking his head ruefully. 

The owner spat. “The guild’s for spoiled rich kids, who 
can afford the ridiculous membership fees so they can play 
make-believe. People like you are the real adventurers, using 
money you made yourself, risking life and limb to see new 
things.” 

“There are a few people worth the name in the guild. You 
shouldn’t talk about it that way,” Arnas said, grinning. He 
took another sip of his Hiiki liquor. 

The owner slapped his shoulder again. “You're a real 
man, Arnas!” 

“Thanks.” 

At this point, a customer in the corner called out, “Ex- 
cuse me! Another plate of roasted Nemi bird liver!” 

The voice seemed to be having so much fun that Arnas 
turned around to look. 

In the corner was a man in a mask and a young woman. 
Another man had squeezed himself into the seat opposite 
them. They appeared to be military, and yet they had an air 
of independence about them that didn’t seem very military 
to Arnas. 

Arnas raised an eyebrow. Not at the man in the mask. 
Wearing a mask was not especially unusual in this part of 
the world. His eyes had lit on the other man, the one who 
looked like a soldier. He was sure he had seen him before. 

The owner took them their order. 
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“Don’t know how you can eat so much of this stuff. It’s 
your third plate of it!” 

“T’m feeling a little low on blood. Need to eat a lot and 
make some more!” the masked man joked. “And it tastes so 
good! If I'm going to be eating anyway, I might as well eat 
something tasty!” 

“Praise it all you like, it still costs the same,” the owner 
said, but he was clearly tickled pink that someone liked his 
food this much. 

Arnas was impressed. The man wasn’t wearing particu- 
larly fancy clothing, but to Arnas’s eyes, which many years 
of experience had honed to a very accurate level of ap- 
praisal, he was clearly in a high position with a great deal of 
responsibility. But there was nothing dishonest about the 
way he ate; he seemed to genuinely think the food was good. 
There was no trace of the typical powerful man’s bias toward 
expensive delicacies. 

So when the owner got back to the bar, he asked, “Who 
are they?” 

“Never seen them before.” 

“They look pretty comfortable here.” 

“Must travel a lot. Oh, that’s right. They mentioned 
something about walking through the nameless wasteland.” 

“What! ?” Arnas sat up. “Did they see the dragon!?” 

“Beats me,” the owner said. But Arnas had already left his 
seat and was headed toward the three travelers. 

The masked man was devouring his food, and the other 
two were watching, mildly appalled at their companion’s ap- 
petite. 

“Excuse me,” Arnas said. 

“What is it?” the soldier asked, looking up. 
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“You walked through the nameless wasteland? Do you 
mind telling me about it?” 

“Not at all,” he said, pointing at the empty seat. 

“Thanks. My name’s—” 

“Arnas Plant, right? Everyone knows Arnas the dragon 
seeker,” he said, grinning. 

“[’m honored. And your name?” 

“Heathrow Kristoff.” 

Arnas looked surprised. “The Wind Knight!?” 

“T am also called that.” 

‘Now I’m truly honored,” Arnas said, holding out his 
hand. Heathrow shook it. 

“You want to ask about the dragon, of course?” 

“Naturally. Did you see anything unusual while you 
walked? Anything at all, no matter how insignificant,” 
Aras said. 

The young woman across from Heathrow sighed. 

Arnas looked at her, frowning. 

“Oh, I haven’t introduced my companions yet,” 
Heathrow said. “This is Reizé Riskassé, and the man in the 
mask is Edwarth T. Markwhistle.” 

“Hi,” the woman, Reizé, said, bowing her head stiffly. Ed- 
warth chimed in, without even looking up from his food. 

“Thanks,” Arnas said, bowing. Then he turned back to 
Heathrow. “So, about the dragon,” he started passionately. 

But Heathrow just shook his head. “Sadly, we saw noth- 
ing out of the ordinary. It was cloudy, and if anything flew 
past overhead, we couldn’t see it.” 

Arnas was not at all put off by this answer and asked a 
number of detailed questions, but Heathrow just kept shak- 
ing his head. 
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“Oh,” Aras said at last. 

“Sorry to get your hopes up,” Heathrow said. The man 
deflated. 

‘Nah, it’s always the same. I’m used to it by now,” Arnas 
said, smiling weakly and shaking his head. 

Reizé spoke up hesitantly. “But... why are you so inter- 
ested in dragons? I don’t mean to be rude, but a man like 
yourself could be doing anything. . . .” 

Arnas shrugged, opening his hand wide. 

“Now, now, miss. That’s simply a different set of values. 
Rather than add medals to my chest, 1 choose to chase after 
that electric feeling you get when you lay eyes on a dragon.” 

“But doesn’t it make your daily life rather difficult?” 

“D’m lucky enough to have been born without much del- 
icacy. Nothing I can’t handle,” he said, grinning, then 
winked at her. 

“Dragons—” 

“Yep. If you're interested, | recommend going to this 
place called Romiazalth. That dragon likes people. All you 
need to get is a permission slip from the locals. Course, it’ll 
set you back a bit.” 

“Romiazalth...?” Reizé echoed. She seemed a little 
downcast, unenthusiastic. Even so, she asked, “You met that 
dragon, then?” 

“Yeah, about five times now. It’s so easy to meet, you can’t 
hardly call it an adventure, but I always enjoy it anyway. I 
swing by anytime I can,” Arnas said, grinning happily. “I was 
last there about five months ago. Like always, never sure if 
it’s really listening to what I have to say or not, and what it 
says is always way too difficult for me to understand. But, 
mm... Yeah, meeting dragons gives you the courage to 
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keep on living.” 
“Does it?” Reizé said, looking at her hands. 


1 could barely stand listening to Arnas’s stories. 

Before our journey began, the major had heard this sus- 
pect’s name and said, “We won't need to look for him very 
hard. If rumors of a dragon sighting start flying around, he’ll 
be there in three days.” 

He was right. Before we went to see the dragon, we 
arranged for the Seven Seas Alliance to put the story out 
there. But... 

But there’s no way it was him. 

This man had given up success and fame, given his life 
over to the dragons. He wasn’t even worth calling a suspect. 
He was a victim. If he heard the dragon in Romiazalth had 
been killed, he would grieve more than anyone. 

And I’m sure Ed would say something like, “If he were 
going to kill the dragon, he would have done so already. 
And if anything happened to the dragon, he would know 
the most likely suspect would be him, simply because he had 
been to visit it more often than anyone else. So he would 
hardly show up just before it was found dead.” Even my lim- 
ited deductive abilities could get me that far. 

Meanwhile, Ed, despite the incredible number of ques- 
tions he’d fired off at everyone else who'd met a dragon, was 
sitting there shoveling food into his mouth without saying 
anything. Was he still worn out? His arm had been restored, 
but he might not be fully recovered from the state of shock 
brought on by all the blood he’d lost. 

The major and Arnas continued talking. “What will you 
do next, Mr. Plant?” the major asked. 
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Arnas grinned. “I turned down a bunch of jobs before I 
came here, so I’m free for the next six months or so. I guess 
[ll wander around here for a while and, if I can’t find any- 
thing better, get a job mining somewhere.” 

“In that case, will you guide us?” 

“You? The Wind Knight needs a guide?” 

“We're not just crossing. We need to find someone in the 
middle. In the middle of the Battorog Forest.” 

“What!? Someone lives in the middle of that! ?” 

“Yes. His name’s Ralsaroff, but we don’t really know who 
he is. But the three of us have urgent business with him.” 

This Ralsaroff was the fifth suspect on our list and the 
one we knew the least about. In this sense, he was by far the 
most suspicious. In Romiazalth, he had identified himself as 
an employee of a trading company, but our investigations 
proved that no such company existed. 

That meant his address might well be fake, too, but the 
location of it was so dubious we figured it might actually be 
worth checking out. 

“Hunh . . . Sounds like there’s a story behind that.” 

“Will you take the job?” 

“If I can help you out, then sure. I’ve been through Bat- 
torog three times.” 

“Thanks a lot,” the major said, shaking Arnas’s hand. 

At last, Ed looked up from his plate. “Say, Mr. Arnas. . .” 

“Yeah?” 

“What will you do with yourself once you’ve met all the 
dragons?” 

I gave him a reproachful look. It seemed like such a rude 
question. 

But Arnas answered cheerily, “Probably try and meet 
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them all a second time. See,” he said with a grin, “this time 
I'll do more than just meet them. I'll try and make friends 
with them.” 

“T see,” Ed said, nodding. Then he bowed his head. “I’m 
not as professional as Heath and Miss Reizé, so I’ll probably 
cause the most work for you. Thank you for guiding us.” 

The major and I exchanged a surprised glance at this un- 
characteristic display of manners, but we soon realized . . . 

He couldn't say so directly, but this was his way of making 
amends for the dragon’s death. 

“No problem,” Arnas said, never in a million years sus- 
pecting the real reason behind Ed’s behavior. He grinned 
and gave us a thumbs-up. 

And our journey to the Battorog forest began. At the 
time, we were all a little nervous about heading into such a 
dangerous place, but not nearly nervous enough. 

Little did we know we were headed to the climactic bat- 
tle with the shadow of death that had been stalking us since 
our journey began. All along, we had been walking a road 
into a cursed hell whose horrors none of us could ever have 


imagined. 


“Come again!” the bar-cafeteria owner said, watching the 
departure of Arnas and the three travelers who had enjoyed 
his food so. 

One other customer rose, paid his bill, and left. He 
walked so steadily, the owner was surprised. Although the 
man had been drinking quite a bit, he did not appear to be 
drunk. 


His face had been pale . . . or was it red? For some reason, 
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this particular customer had not made much impression, 
and the owner had already forgotten what he looked like. 

Not like it’s important . . . 

The owner picked up the money the customer had placed 
on the table. As he did, he thought he heard a voice. . . . poi- 
son... 

Everything turns to poison. . . . 


When the frontier guards received the report and entered 
the bar-cafeteria, all the people in it, the owner and all the 
customers, were already dead. Their corpses lay in heaps on 
the floor. 

One guard clapped his hand over his nose to block the 
horrible stench that filled the café. 

“Wh-what happened! ?” 

All the bodies had died vomiting an immense amount of 
blood and food. Several appeared to have been clawing at 
their throats as they died. 

“Killed by a curse,” the head guard whispered. “These 
bodies look just like bodies on a battlefield, hit by some kind 
of cursed mine. Designed to kill whoever touched it and 
anyone around him.” 

“Wh-who would use something like that in a little café 
like this!? There are three countries between here and the 
nearest war!” 

“I dunno... But this isn’t as far from war as you think. 
The world may be divided up by countries and borders, but 
it’s a lot closer together than that. For those at war, wherever 
they are, it is all part of their war. It is all one battlefield.” 

“S-so.” The guard gulped. “They fought here? Or—” 
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“The people in the café were just innocent bystanders. 
They were killed for no better reason than to keep what 
happened here a secret,” the leader said, gritting his teeth. “I 
don’t know who did it, but whoever it was, he can kill 
dozens, hundreds of men without blinking an eye. No mat- 
ter where he is, he is ready to kill. He might very well be—” 

But the leader snapped his mouth shut before he finished 
the sentence. That name was just a legend, and he knew the 
younger guards would never believe him. 

He ordered his men to investigate the café. But after sev- 
eral hours, they had still not found any clues worth men- 
tioning, and he was forced to allow the awful corpses to be 
carried away and taken care of. 

The money still lay on the counter. It had long since lost 
all power as a weapon, so no one took note of it. The tragedy 
that started here would continue somewhere else, far away, 
its sequel unknown to any of the guards. It would happen in 
the forest of Battorog. 


gears 
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With Arnas at the prow, our boat slid upstream with surpris- 
ing speed; the forest’s unnatural landscape crowded around 
us on every side, as if luring us in. 

“What is that?” I said. I pointed out a tree on the bank 
that twisted like a spiral staircase. 

“The tree itself is equipped with gravity spells, I think. It 
can grow horizontally, to the side, without being crushed 
under its own weight. Not especially unusual here,” Arnas 
explained. 

I was impressed. Not only by this one tree—everything 
growing here was equally bizarre. 

Three hundred years ago, the magical arts were not yet as 
commonplace as they are now. Only a few people were born 
with the astonishing ability to work their will using magic; 
these were called the Great Sorcerers. Naturally, they com- 
manded incredible power and waged furious battles among 
them. During this Age of Great Magic, Battorog was still a 
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wasteland. But it was the site of a great battle between the 
two most powerful witches of the age: Orise Quarto and Lee 
Kars; on the outcome of the battle depended not only their 
lives but the fate of the entire world. In the aftermath of 
their duel, incredible amounts of magical residue still 
stained the land. And there evolved a profusion of magical 
life-forms. 

The forest was like an alien world, with an ecosystem, a 
biology, radically different from anywhere else on the 
planet. 

And we were headed directly for this strange world. 


To reach the address that Arnas believed belonged to the 
mysterious visitor to Romiazalth, we needed to do a good 
deal more than go upriver on this boat. Eventually, we were 
forced to disembark and proceed on foot. 

On we walked, dodging birds whose wings had long since 
grown obsolete and who now winged their way through the 
trees using flight spells; we passed flowers that protected 
themselves by generating their own electrical field. 

Aras led the way, followed by Ed, then me, and the 
major brought up the rear. 

“The very image of an uncharted region!” Ed called 
ahead to Arnas. 

Arnas grinned. “Don’t go eating the nuts on these trees. 
Every one of them’s shielded by some sort of spell, and you'll 
wind up cursed.” 

Ed nodded. “We must be careful. But, Mr. Arnas,” he 
asked, “have you any idea why a man would live in a place 
like this, where there isn’t even any food?” 

“He’s either really eccentric, and determined to isolate 
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himself from the world... or he’s engaged in some sort of 
intense training. I’d never do it myself, mind you.” 

Ed and Arnas laughed together. 

Surprisingly enough, despite Ed’s worries that it was he 
who lacked the physical strength for such a journey, it was 
the major who was lagging behind. I tured to find him 
standing some distance back, and when I called out, he 
came running after us. 

“What's wrong?” 

“Nothing,” he said, but he looked a little anxious. 

I assumed that something was troubling his warrior’s in- 
stincts. “Is someone following us?” I asked in a whisper. 

“T don’t know. I can almost feel something, but... I 
might just be a bit jumpy because we’re in such an unnatural 
place,” the major said, shaking his head. “Arnas doesn’t 
seem to have noticed anything. I guess I’m just overreact- 
ing. 

“There’s no such thing as being too cautious. I’ll keep an 
eye out myself.” 

“Good,” he said, but he sounded shaky. 

We headed onward, deeper into the unnatural forest. 


” 


Two hours later... 

To our great surprise, when we reached our destination, 
there was actually a small log cabin standing there. It was 
constructed of wood from the forest, which was all twisted 
into very strange shapes, but the bizarre pieces had somehow 
been fitted together into a very respectable-looking 
dwelling. 

“It’s really here,” Ed said. He was always the first to leap 
forward and touch strange things, but for once he seemed 
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cautious. 

“No signs of habitation, though,” Arnas said, and re- 
laxed. He didn’t know what we knew. “Came all this way 
and he’s not at home?” 

“I'd rather it was empty,” the major said, taking a step out 
in front of us. 

There really was no such thing as being too careful here: 
The man we had come to see might very well be the dragon’s 
murderer. 

“Riskassé, take care of Arnas and Markwhistle.” 

“Of course,” I said, standing ready to guard the other two. 

“What’s going on?” Arnas asked, blinking. 

“’m going to knock,” the major said, and stepped up to 
the log cabin’s door. He made no effort to hide his body 
against the wall to the side. The wall itself might be a trap, 
so putting his back to it would be foolish. 

He knocked. Nothing unusual happened. 

“Okay,” the major said, turning toward us. 

A creak sounded behind him. The door swung open on 
its own for what appeared to be the first time in years. 

The major leaped away from it, and I drew the short 
sword from my hip. The door opened, but nothing else hap- 
pened. 

We waited a few minutes, and it gradually became clear 
that something very strange was emanating from inside. A 
smell. From inside the door came a. . . a very good scent. 

“This... This is the smell of Remi tea steeping?” Arnas 
said. We all knew that smell very well. The problem was, 
this was Ed’s favorite, and he’d been drinking it every day on 
our journey. 

Lis he? 


THE CASE OF THE DRAGON SLAYER 179 


We all held our breath, and at last a voice called to us 
from inside the cabin. 

“How is everyone? You've come all this way, the least I 
could do is get some tea ready,” it said. It was an oddly high 
voice; it made every word sound like a song. 

Neither the major nor I dropped our guard. 

“Are you the man who gave this address?” Ed asked. 

“Tam,” he said, still in those beautiful, singing tones. 

“Why do you live in a place like this?” 

The voice laughed. “You didn’t really come all this way to 
ask that, did you?” 

“What do you mean?” 

The voice laughed again. 

Then he appeared in the doorway, with a teapot in his 
hand, A very gaunt man, with legs like sticks. In contrast, 
his shoulders were ridiculously broad, though they didn’t 
give much of an impression of strength. He looked for all the 
world like a marionette. 

His features were deeply chiseled, a sure sign of northern 
blood. But the strangest thing about him was his clothes. 

Despite living in the center of an untouched unnatural 
forest, far from any human civilization, he was wearing a 
neatly pressed white and silver dress uniform. 

Ishe...? 

He bowed his head to each of us in turn. 

“Greetings. | am Ralsaroff R.,” he said. 

“Ts that your real name?” Ed asked. 

Ralsaroff’s face froze, and the pot in his hands smashed to 
the ground. A cloud of steam rose from the shards, but Ral- 
saroft appeared not to notice the hot water that must have 
splashed all over his feet. 
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His entire body shook, and he shouted, “I have only just 
introduced myself! You aren’t supposed to ask questions yet!” 
He sounded very shrill. We were a little stunned. 

He carried on grumbling, nodding over and over again as 
if in convulsions. “Ah, who cares? I already know all about 
you anyway.” 

“How long have you been following us?” 

“I don’t have to answer that.” 

“Are you involved in the war?” 

“T don’t have to answer that.” 

“You don’t look like it, but are you in the military’s pay?” 

“J don’t have to answer that.” All Ralsaroff’s answers 
were in exactly the same tone of voice, like a recording. 

“What exactly—” Ed began to ask. 

But Ralsaroff suddenly began laughing wildly. “Get to the 
point! Ask the question you always ask!” 

Ed stopped talking. 

“T know everything! I know what you want to ask! You 
want to ask me if I killed the dragon!” 

I heard Arnas gasp behind us. “What? What does he 
mean?” 

Ralsaroff sniggered. “They came from Romiazalth. That’s 
what this is all about! But, really, it means nothing anymore. 
Because you are all going to die!” he shrieked. 

The major’s feet left the ground. 

The major was on Ralsaroff in a second. His sword cut 
the man’s head and body in half. . . I thought, but suddenly 
my consciousness went out like a candle’s flame, and I was 
left in darkness. 


Heathrow realized his mistake the moment his blade 
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struck it. 

The man’s murderous intent had been real, as had been 
the danger. Heathrow had had no choice but to strike the 
first blow. But his own good judgment had led him right into 
the enemy’s trap. 

It was the teapot. The moment he swung, what had been 
Ralsaroff turned to an amulet designed to reflect the man’s 
thoughts. 

He disguised himself in the steam . . . so he’s already .. . ! 

He swung around, but the door to the log cabin slammed 
shut on its own. 

Once he was cut off from the others and trapped inside, 
the entire cabin began to shake like a living thing. No, not 
“like” —it was alive. He had underestimated Battorog Forest 
again. 

It was a carnivorous animal that had disguised itself as 
wood; and Ralsaroff had altered it even further, camouflaged 
it, and made it into a trap. The log cabin was no cabin: It 
was four giant magical snakes coiled in the shape of a four- 


sided building. 


By the time Ed had turned toward Reizé, the battle was al- 
ready over. 

Reizé had crumpled over, struck once on the back of the 
neck, and Arnas’s back had been sliced open. He lay on the 
ground, gushing blood. 

Behind them stood Ralsaroff. 

“Hello, field arbitrator,” the killer said quietly. “I need 
you to hang around a little longer.” 

“What?” 
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“While the Wind Knight is caught in my trap, we'll leave 
this place, so you can tell me all about what you’te really 
after.” 

Ralsaroff kicked Reizé like a ball, sending her high up 
into the air. He caught her over his shoulder and pointed his 
short sword at her. All of this in an instant. It was obvious 
he and the Wind Knight were evenly matched in speed. 

“You can’t say no. Not if you value this woman’s life.” 

Ed gritted his teeth but said nothing. 


Wh-what? What's happening? 

His body was growing cold, his senses numb, but all 
Arnas could think about was the words he had just heard. 

“Killed the dragon.” 

“Killed the dragon.” 

“Killed...” 

What was that? 

What did it mean? 

He could no longer see. Everything was darkness. He 
never noticed his own situation, his own pain. He never 
even realized what had happened to him. All he thought 
about was the dragon. What had happened to the dragon? 

“They came from Romiazalth.” 

“Killed the dragon.” 

What was he talking about? 

It made no sense. Nobody could do anything to a dragon, 
but what... What had happened? 

Kill... kill... Then... it had been murdered? It 
was... killed? That means . . . it’s. . . dead? Dead... . 


This was his last thought as his consciousness faded. 
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What the... 

What the... 

What the... 

Wha... 

And so the great adventurer Arnas Plant, who had dedi- 
cated his life to chasing dragons, whose energy and devotion 
had earned him the admiration of authorities all over the 
world, died horribly, terribly confused. 


A few yards away from his body, the thing that looked like 
a log cabin writhed. Suddenly, it froze... and then burst, 
chunks of it flying in all directions. A snake head with fangs 
as thick as a man’s arm came spinning past and hit the 
ground. It then split in two. 

Standing in the middle of the giant magic snake’s death 
throes, covered in spraying blood like a red mist, sword in 
hand, was Heathrow Kristoff. 

“Hah ,. .” He let out a long breath, then spun his sword 
so fast all the blood flew off of it. He left the creatures’ re- 
mains where they were, but once he was outside, he saw no 
one. The enemy had already vanished, taking Heathrow’s 
companions with him. When he discovered Arnas’s body, 
Heathrow frowned sadly. But a moment later, he looked up 
and went off at a run. 

On the battlefield, there is no time to stop and pay re- 
spects to the dead. 


By the time I woke up, the situation had already progressed 


well past the point of no return. 
“Unh...” 
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My whole body felt numb, and I could barely move. | 
couldn’t even see very well. 

“At last, you’re awake!” 

I turned my face toward the voice. Ralsaroff was sitting 
on a fallen tree trunk, looking back at me. I seemed to be 
lying on the ground. I was still in the forest. I was tied up. A 
magical barrier shimmered around us; I could detect its pale 
green glow hanging in the air. We were hidden from the out- 
side world. 

“While you were napping, that poor masked man . . .” he 
said, pointing. I managed to turn my head in that direction 
and almost shrieked. 

Ed was tied up just like me. 

But cuts and bruises covered his entire body, and he had 
been flung to the ground like a rag doll. 

“Wh-what did you... ?” 

“This bastard’s gone and got himself a Crest of Death, 
which made torturing him something of a challenge. I can’t 
use spells to cause him pain, can’t cut his fingers or ears. All 
I could do was take my time with him. So frustrating.” 

Ralsaroff’s voice was flat, unemotional. 

I didn’t stop to respond to Ralsaroff. I called Ed’s name 
frantically. Beneath the mask, his eyes opened. 

“I can hear you, Miss Reizé,” he said, smiling faintly. 
“He's right; if he hurts me too much, the spell will explode, 
so I’m in no danger of serious injury.” 

His voice was weak, but I could tell he was still in control 
and alert. 

I relaxed. 

“I don’t need to,” Ralsaroff sniggered. “If you die instantly, 
nothing will happen, and even if I just leave you here, you'll 
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get eaten by wild animals and die soon enough. By the time 
it explodes, I’ll already have left the forest.” 

“Are you okay, Ed?” I asked, peering into his face. For 
some reason, Ralsaroff had left Ed’s mask on during the beat- 
ing. His cheeks were cut where the edges of the. mask had 
pressed into them. 

“No matter how much I explain, he won’t believe me,” 
Ed said ruefully. Painfully. 

“Of course not!” Ralsaroff suddenly bellowed. “The 
dragon’s been murdered, and now you're traveling around 
investigating its death!? You’re pulling my leg!” 

He stood up and kicked Ed in the side. 

“Stop that!” I shrieked, but he didn’t listen to me. 

“How can a dragon be killed!? Nothing on earth could 
ever kill one of those things!” 

“See? He’s so hardheaded,” Ed moaned. Then he winked 
at me. I’d had a pretty high estimate of his strength of will, 
but to still be trading insults at this stage... 1 was aston- 
ished. 

“What are you really after!? You mentioned mediating a 
peace treaty, but what is the Seven Seas Alliance really 
after!? Isn’t the treaty just a front!?” Ralsaroff grabbed Ed’s 
collar and pulled him up by it. 

At which point Ed said, “You met the dragon. I’m not 
sure if it was part of your disguise in Romiazalth or to see for 
yourself how much of a threat it would be, but you went to 
see it.” Even while being tortured, Ed persisted in asking his 
questions. “How did you feel when you met it? You’re an as- 
sassin, so I’m sure the dragon was well aware that you have 
killed dozens of people... or is it hundreds? Either way, 

rather a lot of people. Their life energy must be clinging to 
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you.” 


“Shut up!” Ralsaroff flung Ed to the ground again and 
kicked him in the face, mask and all. “I don’t have time for 
your antics!” 

“Our mission is equally urgent,” Ed said, not giving up de- 
spite the blood flowing out of the corner of his mouth. 
“We're meeting everyone who saw the dragon, trying to find 
some sort of clue. If we don’t, how will I ever make it up to 
Arnas, whom you just murdered?” 

“Silence, fool!” 

He kicked Ed again and again. I begged him to stop. 

At last he spat and walked away from Ed, shoulders heav- 
ing. 

“Lies... all lies... Son of a bitch!” 

He took a pipe out of his pocket, lit it, and began puffing 
away furiously. 

When I saw the engravings on the side of his pipe, I 
gasped. 

He must have seen my expression. Ralsaroff turned to- 
ward me and grinned. “You recognize them?” he said, hold- 
ing out the pipe for me to see. 

There was no mistaking the crest of the family once 
known as the Assassins’ Dynasty. The Marquis Zairas carried 
some of that family’s blood, but the country had long since 
fallen. 

“Reirihi?” 

He was a member of the most infamous assassins’ clan in 
history? 

Ralsaroff gave me a very satisfied grin. 

“If you know what this means, then you’re more formida- 
ble than I thought, woman.” 
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“Ts the Marquis Zairas involved in this matter?” 

“Don’t confuse me with that half-blood!” he roared. “In 
my veins runs the blood of Reirihi’s one true holy dynasty!” 

“But that’s impossible. The entire royal family, women 
and children not excluded, was executed by the revolution- 
ary government.” 

Ralsaroff sniggered. “That's the official story. But the glo- 
tious bloodline of Reirihi will never die out. You are aware 
that the last king of the dynasty, Rekumasu Reirihi, had sev- 
enty wives? And that’s not even counting the women he 
never bothered to marry. Servants and the like,” he said, 
puffing himself up. 

There was a sinking feeling in my chest. 

“The foolish revolutionaries allowed a woman impreg- 
nated with King Rekumasu’s seed to escape. They were my 
ancestors. This pipe was presented to them by the king as 
proof. What more proof do you need?” 

He laughed shrilly. 

“Tam a whore’s son and was raised in ignorance of my ori- 
gins, but the man who trained me as an assassin told me the 
secret on his deathbed! Ever since, I have taken pride in my 
work. It is my mission to revive the glorious skill and art of 
Reirihi! I am the successor to the bloodline of history!” 

He guffawed wildly. 

‘Th-that's...” A lie, clearly. The pipe might actually 
have been spirited away from the king’s household during 
the revolution by some serving girl. However, all that non- 
sense about the king’s bloodline had most likely been con- 
cocted just to raise the pipe’s value on the black market. But 
I chose not to say this aloud. Telling him would only drive 
him of the desy ead. He had thet look in his eyes. 
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Ralsaroff paid no attention to the change in my expres- 
sion but went on talking, as if entranced by his own words. 

“But to restore the dynasty, I need money. So I do any job 
they hire me for: combining profit and my own goals. I’ve no 
interest in the lives of common men, but if they hire me, my 
regal pride won’t permit me to fail. Anyone tries to get in my 
way, I take them out—even if it’s the Wind Knight.” 

I couldn’t stop myself from looking relieved at these 
words. 

Arnas had been killed, and Ed and I were captured, but 
the major was probably searching for us right now. 

We were still in the middle of the dangerous Battorog 
Forest—so all this man had to do was make a single mistake 
and the major would find us. 

“You think you can best Major Kristoff? The Wind 
Knight is far more famous than the Reirihi assassins now. 
Even you must be scared of him.” 

“I am not afraid!” Ralsaroff shrieked. “Certainly, there is 
almost no way to attack him, and he might well be a more 
formidable opponent than an entire army, but I’ve been 
watching you a long time, and I’ve discovered that he has 
one fatal flaw!” 

“He does not.” 

“He does!” Ralsaroff giggled vilely. “You, Reizé Riskassé.” 

“What?” 

“That man’s in love with you! That’s why I went to the 
trouble of kidnapping you. You’re a hostage— No, in this 
case, I should be more direct. You’re a weapon to use against 


the Wind Knight!” 


Man, was this guy making a big mistake. The major was 
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what with me? 

“That's just ridiculous.” 

“You might think nothing of him, but sadly, he has a very 
different opinion of you. Otherwise, why would I ever 
bother leaving a mere woman alive?” 

I...I did not think nothing of the major. In fact, 1 was 
very much... But I still didn’t understand what this guy 
was talking about. 

“The major will consider me as an unavoidable sacrifice,” 
I said. 

“No, that’s this man’s role,” he said, jerking his chin at 
Ed. “My job is to disrupt the arbitration, so, of course, ’ll 
never let the field arbitrator live. The Wind Knight is well 
aware of this, I’m sure. But you? You're an outsider, a soldier 
of Katahta, I don’t give a damn if you live or die. So he won't 
be able to ignore the fact that he has a chance of saving you. 
Proof of which—” 

“Proof of which being that Heath has still not left the for- 
est, Miss Reizé,” Ed interrupted. “If he were truly placing our 
mission before all else, then he would have been gone ages 
ago. He would have forgotten about us and left this place as 
quickly as possible to tell the Seven Seas Alliance that 
someone was trying to disrupt the treaty negotiations. So— 

“Who asked you to talk?” Ralsaroff began kicking Ed 
again. 

But the major had told me that the world needed Ed. If 1 
sat by and watched him be killed here, I could never show 
my face in front of the major again. In the first place, I was 
not about to allow myself to be used as a weapon against the 
major. Which meant .. . 
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If | weren’t here . . . 

Even as the thought crossed my mind, Ed looked at me, 
ignoring the kicks raining down upon him, and said, “So, 
Miss Reizé, don’t do anything rash. Heath will come to res- 
cue you. Don’t worry about me. Save yourself.” 

“T said, shut up!” Ralsaroff attacked Ed again. 

1... I didn’t know what to do. 

Suddenly, from outside the barrier, a huge boom. 

“See, he’s here,” Ed said, giving me a bloody grin. 

Ralsaroff looked up from Ed, annoyed. 

“Oh,” I said, realizing that the barrier was designed both 
to keep noise from getting out and to amplify noise from the 
outside. We could hear loud crunching sounds. 

“Once Heath killed the giant magic snakes, every living 
creature in the forest began to think of him as the enemy. 
Everything alive will view any sudden movement he makes 
as danger and attack. He’s coming toward us, battling his 
way past all the creatures of the forest. His piercing warrior’s 
instincts tell him exactly where we are, where Ralsaroff’s 
murderous aura is. No barrier in the world can hide us,” Ed 
explained. 

Ralsaroff had given up kicking Ed. All his attention was 
focused on the approaching enemy. The swiftness of the 
change was proof of his skill as an assassin. 

I found myself starting to succumb to anxiety. 

But Ed looked at me and started flapping his lips around. 
Ralsaroff had his back to Ed and never noticed. 

Ed was trying to say something to me, using the silent 
communication technique. 

Make a noise, he said. Divert his attention. Make him worry 
that our noise will reach Heath. 
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I didn’t quite follow these instructions, but I understood 
one thing very clearly. 

Ed was going to fight. 

He was not waiting to die, nor had he been antagonizing 
Ralsaroff out of sheer stubbornness. He had a plan. And he 
had been waiting for a chance to use it. 

I felt as if, for the first time, 1 understood why the major 
valued this Edwarth Thizwetks Markwhistle so highly. 

Once he had made a resolution, he would never, ever 
give up. No matter how much pain it caused him. 

Before I was even aware of it, I was doing exactly as he 
said. 

“A iiiieeeeee!” | screamed, so loud my vocal cords hurt. 

Ralsaroff turned toward me, scowling. I screamed louder. 

“Over here! Major! I’m over here! Help! Help me!” I 
screamed, amazed I was capable of screaming at such a vol- 
ume. 

“Tch,” Ralsaroff snorted, fixing me with a disgusted gaze. 
“No matter how much you scream, he’ll never hear you.” 

“Abhhhh! I don’t want to die! I don’t want to die! Save 
me!” I kept on screaming, ignoring him. I thrashed my body 
around as much as my bindings allowed me to. 

“For crying out loud! I don’t care if you are a hostage, I’ll 
still hit you!” Ralsaroff said, grabbing my collar and pulling 
me up. I kept thrashing and shouting, but Ralsaroff wrapped 
three fingers around my throat and I couldn’t make a sound. 
He'd hit some pressure point. 

Please let that have been enough time, I prayed, looking to 
the sky... 

Click! came a sound from behind me and Ralsaroff. 

Both of us spun around, but I’m sure we had wildly differ- 
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ent opinions of what we saw there. 

It was Ed. 

Somehow the ropes binding him had fallen to the ground 
at his feet, still tied. He had popped his own joints to get 
them off and put them back in again . . . while I had the as- 
sassin distracted. 

But the problem was not Ed’s unexpected display of es- 
cape artistry. It was the tube he had in his hand, pointed in 
our direction. Small enough to fit in his hand, the object 
was not easy to identify: If you didn’t already know what it 
was, you would never be able to guess. But I knew. I’d seen it 
on our travels and had been shocked by it. Nanya had 
shown it to us. It was called... 

A pistol arm! 

The sound we had heard was Ed pulling back the hammer 
at the back of this periphery interference research subject. 

Ralsaroff clearly had no idea what the hell it was. But 
still, the assassin reacted quickly and decisively. 

He threw me aside. Once he was free to move, he swiftly 
produced a knife from his sleeve and flung it at Ed. As he 
himself had said, he had been planning on killing the field 
arbitrator anyway; this unexpected development only 
meant that he would do it sooner. 

But what happened next was so strange it could not have 
been predicted by even the most practiced sense of judg- 
ment—a moment of such supreme incomprehensibility, it 
could have been created only by something not of this 
world. 

A horrible noise sounded. 

At the same moment, the thing in Ed’s hand spat fire, 
and Ralsaroff’s head—which contained a highly trained as- 
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sassin’s mind, one that had plotted the murders of hundreds 
of people—exploded like a watermelon. 

As it did, the knife hit Ed in the face. 

I shrieked soundlessly. My throat was too tight to make a 
sound. 

But Ed did not fall over. With a tight grip on the pistol 
arm, he fired it again and again. 

Ralsaroff’s corpse, its head already partially obliterated, 
was spun around each time it was struck. He had been struck 
six times before he finally fell to the ground. 

And then the knife—the knife that had been plunged 
into Ed’s face—fell to the ground, along with Ed’s mask. It 
had been split open. 

The knife had only just grazed the flesh beneath the 
mask, barely breaking the skin. 

Ralsaroff had trained so well as an assassin that he had 
automatically aimed for his target’s brow. And that was what 
lost him the fight. An ordinary fighter would have aimed for 
the chest. An armored fighter would have deflected the pis- 
tol arm’s bullet with a defense spell. But the assassin had 
been trained all too well to attack in just this fashion, and 
this very training had cost Ralsaroff his life. 

But even as I breathed a sigh of relief, 1 saw something 
unthinkable: | saw, for the very first time, Ed’s face. A tattoo 
circled his left eye in a strange, snakelike pattern. 

That's . . . Is that Ophion? 

Ed did something to the pistol arm and filled the device 
with some small objects, vaguely ball-shaped. Then fired all 
of them in to Ralsaroff’s immobile corpse. 

The body bounced and then did not move again. The 
man was Clearly dead. It was no illusion. 
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“Happy now, Ralsaroff?” Ed said. He was still barefaced, 
and his voice was frighteningly cold. “This pistol arm was 
discovered in the realm of old Reirihi. I’m sure you wanted 
to be killed by something from your homeland. But,” he 
whispered, his voice filled with loathing, “I’m sad to say, it’s 
nothing more than a weapon.” 

He glared down at the killing device in his hand. 

All power seemed to drain out of my body, and I sat there 
stunned. 

The irony of fate... 

That was the only way to describe it. It was his twisted 
pride in the Reirihi dynasty that had made Ralsaroff an as- 
sassin. And Ed’s life had been saved by a mask made by 
Nanya, who carried the blood of Reirihi in her veins. 

I had no idea what this strange twist of fate was supposed 
to mean. 

Suddenly, there was an even larger sound from behind 
me, and | spun around to find the major standing there. 
When Ralsaroff had died, the barrier had vanished. 

“Are you safe?” he asked. He sheathed his sword and 
came close to me. 

But I was still unable to talk; the side effects of Ralsaroff’s 
pressure point attack were lingering. I flapped my lips 
soundlessly. The major gently took my head in one, hand 
and brushed the fingertips of the other across my throat. 
And my voice came back to me. 

“M-Major, we...” 

“I’m sorry I took so long. Thank goodness you're safe.” 

He then untied me and checked my body thoroughly for 
any signs of injury. 

Something about this procedure felt awfully close to an 
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embrace. But | was too exhausted to be embarrassed. 

“E-Ed’s much worse off than me.” 

Unmasked, Ed was on his knees, clutching the pistol arm 
and mumbling to himself. 

“Ed killed him?” 

“Y-yes,” I said feebly, ashamed. 

The major looked distressed. “Shit,” he said. I knew ex- 
actly what was running through his mind. 

The dirty work—such as murder—was his job. Same 
went for me. We were trained in battle, so it was the two of 
us who should have fought Ralsaroff. 

“So much for the Wind Knight!” the major spat. He 
stood up and went over to Ed. Ed didn’t even look at him. 
He just kept mumbling. “Okay, Markwhistle,” the major 
said. He didn’t examine him the way he had me, all too 
aware that the Crest of Death would have protected Ed from 
serious or fatal injury. “We've wasted enough time. Let’s get 
the hell out of this forest.” 

“But what is it?” Ed said, ignoring him, talking to himself. 
“Something’s bothering me, something | just can’t put my 
finger on... .” 

He carried on muttering meaninglessly. 

“Come on, Markwhistle.” 

“But there’s something, Heath. Something that hap- 
pened here. I’ve almost got it. Our journey here was not in 
vain. I’m one flash of insight away from figuring out how the 
dragon was killed... ,” he said. He went on like a man pos- 
sessed, never looking at the major. 

The major was forced to shout: “Edwarth! We have to 
leave! We're out of time!” 

Ed looked up, surprised. “What do you mean?” 
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“Isn’t it obvious!? Someone hired Ralsaroff! We know 
there’s someone out there trying to prevent the war from 
ending! This arbitration just turned into a fight against 
whoever that is! We can’t spend any more time solving this 
puzzle!” the major shouted, looking as if he was about to cry. 


Ed gazed up at him vacantly. 


3 


By the time we got back to the boat, which we managed to 
find only because of the signal spell we’d cast on it before we 
left, the sun had already set. ; 

We were unable to recover Arnas’s body. During the bat- 
tle, we had lost track of his location. Since we’d only made 
it through the forest in the first place with his aid, it was im- 
possible to retrace our steps; without Arnas, it was all we 
could do to escape. 

As the boat pulled away from the riverbank, I thought, I 
will consider the entire forest of Battorog to be your grave. Rest 
in peace. 

We found nothing on Ralsaroff’s body to indicate who 
had hired him. He seemed to have no personal possessions 
of any kind. He owned nothing but instruments of death. 
This suggested a rather sad way of life, but I was not moved 
to sympathy. 

We drifted back down the river in silence. 

“It’s no use,” Ed whispered hoarsely. His entire body was 
covered in bandages. 

“] just can’t forget about solving this mystery and focus on 
the treaty! We have to keep traveling!” 

“If we do that, we'll regret it. It may already be too late. 
We should have noticed there were forces working against 
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us sooner.” 

“But that’s exactly my point! We have to solve the mys- 
tery of the dragon’s death to ensure that the negotiations go 
off without a hitch!” 

“Do we have any proof that we can even do that? The 
battlefields will explode again at any moment. Meanwhile, 
the people of both countries have to deal with fear and star- 
vation.” 

“But, Heath!” 

“We must make both camps sit down and hash things 
out, even if we move the site of the negotiations away from 
Romiazalth. You know this as well as I do!” 

They yelled at each other so angrily, it made their earlier 
intimacy seem like a sham. 


“We're one step away! We have almost all the clues 
we need! I can feel it! We're just one step away from putting 
it all together!” 

“In battle, ‘one step away’ can cost thousands of lives,” 
the major said grimly. 

Ed snapped right back, “And that’s why everyone fights 
so hard to take that last step. If I toss this aside here, I’m be- 
traying everyone who’s died.” 

The major didn’t answer. 

As I sat next to them, listening quietly, it became clear to 
me. The two of them were on the brink of a decisive divi- 
sion. The more they talked, the less either one of them 
could let it go. 

The boat sailed on down the river, bearing us back to the 
outside world. But when we returned, we would not be the 
same as we had been. 
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“Goodbye, then,” the major said to Ed. They stood at the 
fork in the road that led back to the Seven Seas Alliance 
outpost. “You have just one more week. Don't forget to re- 
turn to Romiazalth by then. If you aren’t back, they can’t re- 
move the Crest of Death.” 

“I know,” Ed said quietly. 

The major nodded and looked over at me. “Riskassé, take 
care of Markwhistle. If he grumbles, just knock him out and 
take him there by force.” 

“Of course,” I said. When Ed adamantly refused to give 
up his journey, | agreed to accompany him. The major had 
work to do for the treaty negotiations. I had to be the one to 
protect Ed. And, ironically, since Ralsaroff had been such a 
highly skilled assassin, and had been following us all this 
time, the likelihood of his having any backup was extremely 
small. Even if there had been, Ralsaroff had probably taken 
care of them. I was more than capable of protecting Ed by 
myself from now on. “I shall get him to Romiazalth even if it 
costs me my life.” 

“Thank you,” the major said, gazing at me. I gazed back. 

For an instant, I thought of our journey together. 

It was only then that I realized how much I had enjoyed 
it. 

Along the way, we’d been faced with terrible, painful 
events. But the major, Ed, and I had come through it all to- 
gether. 

I could tell the major was thinking the same thing. We 
shook hands, holding on a little longer than usual. 

Then the major turned back to Ed. “Markwhistle . . . I 
know it’s awfully late to say this, but I hope you do figure 
things out.” 
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*] wish you luck with your battle as well.” 

They nodded at each other, and then both turned their 
tacks. 

And walked away in silence. 

I stood still for a minute, watching the major’s back, but 
at last turned and hurried after Ed. 

Only one suspect remained. 
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The question of how a man like Edwarth Thizwerks Mark- 
whistle had, without the benefit of special military training, 
been able to dislocate his own bones and free himself from 
the ropes was answered the moment I saw the snake tat- 
tooed on his face. 


This snake was the mark of Ophion—the symbol of a vow. 
A group of refugees who lost their homeland hundreds of 
years before had spent years drifting here and there. Every 
country they attempted to settle in mistreated or expelled 
them. Finally, they set a mark on themselves and made a 
vow: “We desire no homeland. We will not accept any gov- 
ernment and its oppression. We will survive by helping each 
other.” 

With this vow, they had declared war on the entire 
world. And they lost that war: They were torn apart as a 
people, and their dream of cooperation vanished like dust. 
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But the vow itself somehow lived on. 

A small group of merchants and traveling players re- 
tained the custom of the mark. They called themselves the 
Children of Ophion. The very basis of their identity was a 
certain stubbornness that defiantly resisted the reality of the 
world around them (despite the fact that their predecessors 
had lost out to that very same reality). 

Unlike the original refugees, the group was not an orga- 
nized one. They were nothing more than a loose assembly of 
drifters. But this made them far more resilient than the old 
group. In one place, they might join together and become 
quite influential, and then vanish without a trace. Authori- 
ties all over the world struggled to get a grip on this formless 
group. 

That said, these Children of Ophion, for all their cooper- 
ativeness, strength, and flexibility, simply crumpled in the 
face of overwhelming violence. 

After the massive eruption of Higirizansan, the world en- 
tered a dark age. Five years of extremely bad harvests de- 
stroyed many clans and countries. A great dictator arose 
who invaded his neighbors, insisting the only way to survive 
was by destroying others. With the benefit of immense sup- 
port at home, he soon ruled seven countries and became the 
most powerful man in the world. 

And this dictator had a special hatred of the Children of 
Ophion. He had standing orders for any member of this 
group to be killed on sight. 

If prosperity were common in the world, if famine, panic, 
and war had not exhausted it, nothing like this would ever 
have happened. 

But the world had gone mad. The Children of Ophion 
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were slaughtered even in countries the dictator had no con- 
trol over. It was called Ophion hunting. 


In the end, the dictator ruled for only six months before 
being executed by his own subjects. The empire he ruled 
dissolved without a trace. Its only modern equivalent was 
the Seven Seas Alliance, which began only as an interna- 
tional treaty to provide aid in the event of bad harvests. 

The Children of Ophion had vanished. All memory of 
them—and the panic that had caused their mass slaugh- 
ter—had been lost. The world preferred not to dwell on 
such horror. 


Which is why Ed hid the mark of Ophion on his face be- 
neath a mask. That mark was now, for most people, associ- 
ated only with horror and terror. The bad harvests had 
happened long before I was born; I myself had no memory of 
those dark times. Ed had been born after these terrible 
events, too; he was just a small child while the world was 
reeling from the aftereffects. I had no idea if Ed had any di- 
rect blood ties to Ophion. It seemed unlikely that any 
woman with the mark of Ophion would have allowed her- 
self to bear a child during that time of madness and slaugh- 
ter. His name, Thizwerks Markwhistle, was typical of the 
aristocracy of the Eastern Empire. Or he might be the sole 
surviving descendant of one of the countless family lines 
that were annihilated during those terrible days. With his 
clan dead, he was alone in the world and may well have 
been hidden by a group of traveling players and raised 
among them. | imagine it was there that he learned escape 
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The massacre was still going on when he was born. He 
fled and survived. When it was all over and he was left alive, 
what must he have felt? 

Perhaps he had made a vow. 

He had clearly made some sort of vow. 

Which is why the mark remained on his face, and he 
never paid to have it removed, which would have been easy 
enough these days. Or, no, looking at the time line, by the 
time he put the mark on his face, the madness would already 
have passed. Everything was already over. This made more 
sense. He was just a small child, and they would never have 
tattooed the mark on his face before it finished maturing. 

So he must be... 

He must be carrying some sort of burden. He was no 
longer a powerless boy, helplessly borne along by those 
tragic events that had stolen away everything he valued. 

He was now a field arbitrator, with the power to stop such 


tragedies from happening again. 


“Such a big road.” 
We were riding augmented horses we'd borrowed from a 


nearby shipping company, headed for the village where Ma- 
majaru Tikuram, the final suspect on the records in Romi- 
azalth, lived. 

The village was at the base of Higirizansin, the same vol- 
cano that had erupted, causing those years of bad crops. It 
was dormant now, but outside visitors shunned the place as 
if it were cursed. 

“And yet no one’s traveling on it.” 

We detected no sign that anyone besides us was heading 
toward the village. 
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Once, a great number of engineers and sorcerers had trav- 
eled along this road on a mission to quiet the volcano. Long 
after it had served its purpose, the road remained. 

With bandages still wound around his face in place of the 
mask, his injuries slowly healing, Ed ignored my attempts at 
conversation. He was lost in thought. 

It had been like this ever since we left the major. 

I’m sure his head was spinning, moving at dizzying speed 
as it sorted through an incredible number of possibilities. 
But so far, he had yet to produce any results. 

Understandably, I thought. 

Personally, | couldn’t help but think the major had been 
right. I had no objections to appeasing Ed (after all, it was 
Ed who was most integral to the negotiations), but we didn’t 
have anything like enough to time to solve the mystery of 
the dragon’s death. 

Probably ...No, almost certainly, the man we were 
headed to meet was not the killer. 

For one thing, the security at Romiazalth .. . Well, while 
it was impossible to get past the barrier spell and enter the 
scene of the crime, the cave, security definitely seemed a lit- 
tle slack. It would have been easy enough for the killer to 
steal the amulet that let him through the barrier from the 
doctor-guard, the one who had been so busy with the badly 
burned baby. Once he had killed the dragon, the murderer 
had simply returned the amulet without anyone’s noticing it 
had even been missing. So of course he wasn’t on the list. 

This was almost a given by now. Not that Ed showed any 
signs of giving up his plan to meet everyone who had met 
the dragon and find out their opinions. But this was all in 
search of that final hint, that last bit of information that 
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would make everything fall into place. 

But that search would end here. There was only one per- 
son left for us to meet. 

“It’s very strange. It doesn’t make any sense. It has to be 
like that, or... ,” Ed muttered to himself. He looked like a 
madman. 

I sighed, leading Ed’s augmented horse behind my own. 

For a while now, we could hear a noise—bong, bong—like 
a distant bell tolling. The only other sound was the wind in 
the evergreen forest on either side of the road. 

I was listening to the bell absently when Ed suddenly 
asked, “Miss Reizé, you’re Heath’s ally, yes?” 

“Eh?” I said, confused. 

“You're his ally, yes?” 

“Yes, of course,” I said, since it wasn’t wrong. 

“You see, Miss Reizé, I’d like to make Heath king of the 
world,” he muttered intently. 

“In what sense?” 

“1 think he can do it. He can stand above people without 
stepping on them. He is realistic, but he also has ideals. He 
can battle terrible realities without losing track of himself. 
He could be the first king of the world. Or perhaps the man 
who will put an end to all kings. I’m convinced he’s capable 
of it.” 

As always, I wasn’t sure what he was trying to say. But 
since it was easy to picture the major as a king, I nodded. 

“Which is exactly why 1 can’t back down. I can’t create a 
blot on his name this early on... ,” he muttered, as if not 
even seeing my response. 


I fell silent. 
The bell rang on, bong, bong, getting louder and louder as 
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we drew near the village. 


When we entered the town, it proved unexpectedly busy. 
Not that there were a lot of people—it was just that every 
single person was hard at work on a construction project. 

“What's going on?” 

As far as I could tell, they were working on some sort of 
drainage ditch. But there was neither water to run through 
it nor a field at the other end to run the water into. It 
seemed to run into a big bowl-shaped depression, around 
which all grass and trees had been removed. 

“Excuse me. We’re looking for Mr. Tikuram,” I said, grab- 
bing someone. 

But he just went, “Hunh? Ah, shush. Later, later!” 

He completely brushed us off. And everyone I tried was 
the same. But when | asked the tenth person where Tikuram 
was, he seemed to have the wrong idea or something, saying, 
“Still up the mountain! Tell him to hurry up and get down 
here!” as if we were from town. 

“Up the mountain?” 

Presumably, that meant on top of the dormant volcano. 
We headed that way. And as we had suspected, the drainage 
ditch led down the side of the mountain. 

Ed and I followed it up the slope. As we went, we saw 
fewer and fewer people, and then finally no one at all. But 
there was no sign of the man we were looking for. 

But the higher up we went, the louder the bong, bong 
sounded. This was no bell. How could anyone possibly have 
put a bell up here? So what was the noise? 

Sounds like immense rocks banging into one another . . . 

I was half right, but the true facts of the situation were be- 


210 KOUHE!I KADONO 
yond the scope of our imagination. 

The ditch ended a little less than halfway up the moun- 
tain. When we got there, we were dumbfounded. 

“What . .. is that?” 

A large rock jutted from the side of the mountain. It was 
from there that the sound emanated. 

The rock itself was emitting the noise, but the source was 
not the rock: It was the tiny figure standing on top of it. 

“Ts that a person?” 

It was. A man squatted on top of the rock, punching it 
with what looked like nothing but his bare fists. 

With each punch, the rock was shoved farther into the 
mountain, and that deep noise echoed, bong. 

Wh-what is he doing!? 

As I gazed at this scene in astonishment, I felt the ground 
shake beneath my feet. 

That woke me up. 

Right, this was a volcano! And a volcano whose last 
eruption had plunged the world into darkness. If the ground 
was shifting here, that meant... 

“Oh no!” 

We were too far up the mountain. There was no escaping 
now! 

The man on the rock stopped punching it and stood up. 
He looked around him, nodded, and turned toward us. 

“Don’t move! It’s too late to run!” he shouted. His voice 
crackled with strength, and we froze to the spot. 

The man thrust the base of his palm out toward us. De- 
spite the fact that we were really far away from him, some 
sort of shock wave picked us up and flung us into the ait. 

The strangest thing was, even as we were sent flying, we 
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felt no pain. How can I describe it? It was as if we were being 
lifted by his chi. 

I looked down at the man from the air, and he kicked the 
rock and came hurtling after us. 

Before we could protest, he took Ed and me under each 
arm and flew away. 

The surface of the mountain below us tore open and 
began spraying lava. 

The center of the split was the rock he’d been pounding 
into it. He'd used it like a wedge to pry open a hole in the 
mountain. 

And at last I understood. The lava ran down the side of 
the mountain far more peacefully than it would have in the 
case of a natural eruption. And it followed the ditch, under 
control, led along. The forest around it never caught fire, 
and that incredible heat quietly scorched only land and air. 

“Amazing ... !” | whispered in midair. 

The man holding me turned his face toward me and 
grinned. 

This man had single-handedly hammered a giant rock 
into the volcano’s crater and saved everyone around from 
disaster. I’d never seen anything like it. Even the Wind 
Knight couldn’t do anything like this. It was hard to believe 
he was human—or even that he was of this world. 

He was exactly as the stories had described him. He had 
tured down invitations from every country in the world, 
walked his own path. Everyone in the world, without ex- 
ception, called him by one name: the Warrior. 

“The one true Warrior.” 

That was the name this man, our final suspect, Mamajaru 
Tikuram, had earned. 
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Mamajaru set Ed and me down a safe distance from the lava 
flow. Strangely enough, at no point had the Warrior aided 
his incredible leap with flight spells. 

He had done it entirely with his own natural strength. 
The landing was therefore a little rough, and I was worried 
it was going to hurt my back. The moment he let go of us, 
both Ed and I staggered and fell over. 

“You okay, ma’am?” Mamajaru said, allowing a mischie- 
vous smile to cross his red, tanned face. He winked at me. 

The deep wrinkles that crossed his face showed that he 
had lived more than twice as long as either of us, but . . . the 
light in his eyes proved that not only was he not starting to 
fade, he was still in his prime. 

“Th-thank you very much,” I said. I managed to get to my 
feet, if a little unsteadily, and held out a hand to Ed. He took 
it and stood up. But he soon bent over, as if exhausted. 

“Whew ...I guess we should have waited at the bot- 
tom,” I murmured. 

Mamajaru frowned. “You aren’t ordinary travelers?” 

“No, we came to meet you, Warrior Maamajaaru,” | said. 

Mamajaru looked embarrassed. “Please don’t call me 
Warrior. I gave up that life a long time ago.” 

“But I imagine you are still the strongest person in the 
world. Considering sheer fighting skill alone, even the 
Wind Knight is like a child next to you,” I said honestly. 

Mamajaru just grunted, neither confirming nor denying. 
Instead, he asked, “But you don’t seem to be looking for a 
fight?” 

“No, we have other business. But I can’t say it’s entirely 
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“Oh!” 

“One year ago, you visited a place called Romiazalth. We 
hoped you would tell us about your visit, about what sort of 
impression the dragon made on someone of your strength— 

“Why would you ask that?” Mamajaru asked sharply, be- 
fore I was even finished speaking. 

“Because—” 

“Because the dragon has been murdered,” Ed said 
abruptly. I was shocked. That was supposed to be a secret, 
and we had told no one. Only Ralsaroff, who had been 
eavesdropping, had known the truth. 

But Méamajiru was more surprised than I. 

“What do you mean!?” 

“Exactly what I said,” Ed said, sounding rather hollow. 

Mamajaru looked at me. 

I nodded. “Yeah. It’s true.” 

“Tell me more,” the Warrior whispered, struggling to con- 
trol himself. 

We returned to the village, and Mamajiru was greeted by 
cheering villagers, but he just nodded. “It turned out well” 
was all he said. Then he led us to his little hut without tak- 
ing part in the celebrations. 

“T live alone, so it’s not much to look at,” he warned. He 
offered us some sort of herbal tea. 

“Thank you,” I said, feeling a little guilty in the face of his 
hospitality. 

The Warriors hut was wholly ordinary. Its austerity 
silently declared that, despite the awe the villagers might 
feel for him, the hero would accept no grander reward than 
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this. 

Mamajiiru spoke as soon as we took a seat at his wooden 
table: “So... about the dragon.” 

“y-yes, um...” [glanced at Ed. But he was off in his own 
world again, muttering away, and seemed to have no inten- 
tion of talking, so I gave up on him and told Mamajaru our 
story myself. 

Unsure of just how much I should give away, I confined 
myself to describing our discovery of the dragon's corpse and 
the manner of death—the stabbing by the metal pole. 

Mamajaru folded his arms and moaned, “Unthinkable!” 

“That's what we said, but—” 

“A stabbing? And the weapon had no traces of unusual 
magic?” 

“None.” 

“And how did you end up being forced to investigate its 
death?” 

“For the sake of the treaty negotiations,” I said, and filled 
him in on the rest of the situation. Mostly because I thought 
if the Warrior were really interested, then we could never 
hope to hide anything. It would never do to turn him 
against us, and... I felt certain he was more likely to be on 
our'side if we were completely honest with him. 

“... war...” Mamajaru sighed when I said the word. 
“And the dragon got mixed up in that?” 

“We're not sure, but the timing does seem suspicious, 
SOivawe 
“For something like this to happen to that dragon...” 
Mamajaru’s face twisted in grief. It seemed clear that, as had 
been the case for our other suspects, this man’s meeting with 
the dragon had been a powerful experience. 
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“Um, may I ask one thing, Mr. Tikuram? Why did you 
visit the dragon?” 

“] visited it to—” he began. 

But Ed interrupted him. ”That’s obvious. When he saw 
signs that the volcano was getting ready to erupt, he went to 
ask the dragon the exact time of the coming eruption. And 
1 imagine the dragon said something like, ‘The exact time is 
impossible to determine; it depends on the flow of lava. But 
it is possible to lead and control it toa certain extent.’ Then, 
as the dragon instructed, Mamajaru successfully caused an 

early but minor eruption,” he said. He rattled off this expla- 
nation as handily as if he were reciting it from memory. 

“You speak as if you were there, too,” Mamajaru said, im- 
pressed. Ed must have gotten it right. 

“You're the first person we’ve spoken to who had a decent 
reason to see the dragon. You went, not out of ambition, cu- 
riosity, or fascination. You just had a question to ask. I imag- 
ine the dragon enjoyed meeting you,” Ed continued. He 
sounded more sad than proud that his guess had been cor- 
Tect. 

“I hope so,” Mamajatu said, forlornly. 

We fell silent. 

Ed drank the tea from his cup. Then he said, with gen- 
uine surprise, “That’s really good tea.” 

“This tea is made from herbs with significant health ben- 
efits. That it tastes so good to you is a reliable sign that 
you’re completely exhausted.” 

“T see.... Am | tired?” Ed gave a self-deprecating smile. 

We fell silent again. No matter what, Ed appeared utterly 
exhausted. And understandably so: We had pressed on with 
our journey without allowing his body time to recover from 
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its wounds. And we were up against a mystery we might 
never solve. 

He was undeniably fatigued. 

I tried asking a few questions in his place. 

“Did the dragon say anything about why he didn’t stop 
the earlier eruption?” 

“] didn’t ask. Personally, 1 think we managed to recover 
from such a huge eruption in a mere five years only because 
of the dragons. It was really bad at first. . . .” 

He gazed into the distance. Judging from his age, he must 
have been a young man during those years. 

“It’s been suggested that someone had tried to destroy the 
world with a powerful curse. Perhaps the dragons stopped it, 
but did they really do all they could do to reduce the scale of 
its devastation?” I asked. 

“Either way,” Mamajaru said, “there are things that are 
beyond the dragons’ powers .. . like being killed.” He closed 
his eyes and folded his arms. “May I ask a rude question?” he 
asked. 

Somewhat cowed by the indescribable presence he em- 
anated, I said, “Sure.” 

Mamajaru opened his eyes; looked from me to Ed, who 
sat slumped over; then asked bluntly, “Is this really any time 
to be chasing after the murderer?” 

“U-um,” I stammered. Ed didn’t even look up. 

“Am I right? You have already begun to think about other 
plans. But they’re all more dangerous than your original 
plan. Rather than end the war, they may well bring chaos to 
the world.” 

“Mmmm,” I mumbled, feeling like a pupil caught in a lie 
by his wise professor. I couldn’t argue at all. “Things are very 
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dangerous right now. But we shall make every effort—” 

“People’s best efforts often serve only to make the situa- 
tion worse. You should get back to Romiazalth as fast as hu- 
manly possible.” 

The major had said the same thing. 

I did my best to argue Ed’s case. “But if we are to hold the 
negotiations in Romiazalth, then we have to know who 
killed the dragon.” 

“Then what kind of person do you think is capable of 
killing a dragon?” 

“Uh...um...” 

“We're talking a dragon here. This person must be in- 
credibly powerful. Did you meet anyone like that on your 
journey?” 

“Well...” 1 wasn’t sure how to answer. Ed, showing no 
reaction to the man’s questions, did not even appear to be 
listening. 

“I mean, assuming all you need is immense physical 
strength to kill a dragon, then who was the strongest person 
you talked to?” 

“You. There were others with more money or power, but 
none of them were capable of killing a dragon.” 

“T see.” Mamajaru chuckled. “Then the answer is obvi- 


” 


ous. 

“Hunh?” 

“The man sitting in front of you, more than anyone else 
in the world, possesses the qualities required to kill a dragon. 
Or, at the very least, it will be very difficult for people to 
argue with you otherwise.” 

He smiled as he spoke, his tone so casual it took me some 
time to grasp his meaning, 
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But... 

“Are you saying... ?” 

“You've found the killer. Congratulations,” Mamajaru 
said. 

So... he was telling us he was willing to pretend to be 
the killer? 

“That’s ridiculous,” I said, standing up. “I mean... I 
mean... you aren't the killer!” 

The man with the best reason for meeting the dragon had 
the least motivation of anyone to kill it. 

“If the dead dragon were still alive, do you think it would 
worry more about identifying the murderer than saving all 
the lives that would be lost if the war continues?” he said. 

Ed just muttered, “Lives? Lives...” He was leaving 
everything up to me. 

“B-but ...” 

“I have a motive. Possessed by a twisted sense of self- 
importance, I came to believe that I was the strongest being 
in the world, and I killed a dragon to prove it. The world 
calls me the Warrior. Now they'll really believe it.” 

“So how did you kill the dragon? By what method?” 

“7 used a secret technique | shall not reveal, even in 
death,” he intoned dramatically, with a wink. 

I waved my hands around vainly. “But I just can’t do that 
to you!” 

The loss of this man would be as great as that of the 
dragon. I couldn’t let this happen. 

“Do you have a better plan? I have no family. No one will 
mourn me.” 

“What about all the people in the village here? They love 


” 


you. 
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“My purpose here is done,” he said quietly. 

“But .. . but still—” 

“No. In fact, I may have been waiting for a chance like 
his,” he said, trying to soothe me. “When I was young, I 
dolized strength. I lived in a world where strength was 
werything. There was a time when my only goal was to 
nake my name famous all over the world. And now I can.” 

“But you'd be infamous!” 

The name and pride of the man who killed the dragon by 
such cowardly means would be ruined irrecoverably. His 
name would be known all over the world only as a symbol of 
extreme, unrestrained delusion. 

“Fine with me. At least my name will be remembered. 
The dream of my youth, turned upside down.” He laughed. 

1...I couldn't find any words that might bend his ab- 
solute strength of will. 

But then something astounding happened. 

Next to me, Ed’s shoulders started shaking. Was some- 
thing wrong? I wondered, but a moment later, could hear a 
faint sound coming out of him. 

“He-he-he...” 

I couldn't believe my eats. 

He was laughing. 

And his laughter was getting louder and louder. 

“He-he-he-he... Ha-ha-ha, ha-ha, ha-ha, HA-HA- 
HA-HA-HA-HA-HA-HA-HA! What foolishness! I’ve 
never seen such foolishness in all my life!” 

He flung back his head, roaring with laughter. 
For a moment, I thought he had taken leave of his senses. 


Then | changed my mind. He must be talking about Mdma- 
jaru, I thought. 
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“Such buffoonery! A bottomless well of stupidity! Unbe- 
lievable!” 

I didn’t care how tired he was. Nothing excused such 
rudeness, as if the oppressive mood had now been cast aside 
for him alone. Furious, I struck him in the cheek as hard as I 
could. 

Ed did not resist. He was knocked clean off his chair, but 
as he rolled across the floor, he kept laughing wildly. 

Ashamed, I stood up to punch him again, but someone 
grabbed my hand and stopped me. 

It was Mamajaru. 

“Stop. He is not fighting you.” 

“B-but ... !” 

“No matter what the reason, | will not allow an unresist- 
ing opponent to be beaten by a more powerful one,” he said, 
in a tone that brooked no argument. 

I felt unbearably miserable. It was unacceptable for a 
great man like this to die for a crime he did not commit. 

“B-but, Mr. Tikuram . . . ,” I tried to say. 

But suddenly, “Nay, Mr. Mamajaru! There is a time and a 
place for that! There is an exception to every rule!” Ed cried 
suddenly. “In other words, when you are teaching manners 
to an ignorant child! There are moments when a short, 
sharp slap is necessary for their upbringing! Just as it was 
now! A fool such as I deserves to be punched two or three 
times!” He laughed. 

Mamajaru and I both looked at him, eyes wide. 

“What?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I was an incredible idiot! It was all so simple! ‘Upside 
down!’ That was all there was to it!” He laughed hysteri- 
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cally. 

I watched his fit in silence, stunned. 

What was he saying? What had he just said? 

“What was simple? Ed, do you mean . . .” My voice trem- 
bled. “Y-you know who the killer is?” 

Ed looked at me, puzzled. “The killer? Who cares about 
that! I knew that from the very beginning! The problem was 
the method! And that... That was such a simple thing!” he 
said excitedly. But I had no idea what he was talking about. 

He knew who the killer was all along? 

What!? What was he saying!? 

“The method ... How the dragon was killed? What was 
it?” 

“Upside down!’ ” 

“What does that mean!?” 

But no matter how many times I asked, he never an- 
swered. 

He just kept talking: “We looked at everything upside 


down! The dragon was never stabbed! We were looking at 
everything backward!” 


eight 


journeys, 


1 


During our travels, Ed explained it to me. 

“Have you ever heard of ‘the one truth within the mist,’ 
Miss Reizé? This is related to a periphery interference object 
I've studied. It appears to be the title of a book. Of course, 
my analysis is uncertain, and we’re not sure if that is the title 
or something more like a slogan. Or even the author’s name. 
But we are sure that it’s a book. The writing in it is very 
strange, and it is counted as one of the strongest proofs that 
periphery interference is not a fraud and these mysterious 
items are actually from somewhere else. This book is not of 
our world. 

“One passage from it reads, ‘The greatest pleasure we can 
know is to catch a glimpse of the future. In that moment, we 
feel as though we have conquered the world. Meanwhile, 
what we fear most is the knowledge that our actions, every- 
thing we have done, will have no effect on the future what- 
soever.’ But if we are to believe this explanation, then the 
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vast majority of humans are already experiencing mankind’s 
greatest fear. Yet they continue to live. How? 

“T think that mankind’s greatest nightmare is that we are 
so adaptable that we can grow used even to this fear. Once 
you accept this, your life no longer has meaning. 

“But people easily accept it all the time. Makes you re- 
think the word tough, doesn’t it? Even in the midst of an 
endless nightmare, humanity carries blithely onward. 

“T’m not sure why, exactly, but I think this case is a part of 
that nightmare. This crime was born of the fact that people 
grow all too accustomed to trodding on those things they 
claim to value the most.” 

Even afterward, I was never able to determine exactly 
what Ed was trying to tell me. But the truth he had snatched 
out of the mist, out of the impenetrable cloud of mystery sur- 
rounding these events . . . Ultimately, he used that truth in 
his work, as a tool for negotiations. In that sense, he, too, 
had grown accustomed to living in a nightmare. 

But I did not know if his nightmare had an ending. 


Romiazalth was an isolated city, independent of any na- 
tion, located in a small valley high in the mountains. It was 
modestly sized, so much so that it seemed less like a city 
than a town. Yet no other country had ever tried to invade 
it for the simple reason that a dragon lived there. 

Several men were gathered outside the cave of the 
dragon, the being responsible for their autonomy. 

“What does this mean... ?” 

“You’re sure you heard it?” 

“A-absolutely! The exact same voice!” 

They were all rather advanced in years. They had all 
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been involved in this case before. They were the men of Ro- 
miazalth’s city council. 

“That masked man will be back soon. We have to check,” 
said Romiazalth’s leader, an elderly sorcerer, gravely. 

“B-but . .. But even they said it was definitely dead!” 

“That’s why we have to check that nothing’s happened!” 
the sorcerer shouted suddenly. 

“B-but who will go!” 

“We all will!” 

They argued a little longer, but eventually they all crept 
into the cave. 

Inside was darkness. Only the area around the elderly sor- 
cerer was bright, lit by the amulet he held, so they all clus- 
tered close around him as they walked onward. 

No sound reached them in the cave but their footsteps. 

“See, look! There’s no sign of anything wrong!” 

“B-but I’m sure I heard something.” 

Their voices wavered, but they -had clearly recovered 
their composure somewhat. Onward they went. 

In front of them lay the dragon’s unmoving body. It had 
not changed at all since the field arbitrator had left this 
place on his long journey. 

“See?” the elderly sorcerer said, looking around him 
proudly. “It’s dead! No doubt about it. If you heard groans, it 
was only a delusion brought on by guilt.” 

“B-but,” one said, still anxious. “I-is this going to work? 
Will the Seven Seas Alliance really protect us? Otherwise, 
the dragon .. .” He shuddered. “Were we too hasty? Our an- 
cestors may have passed the trick down through the genera- 
tions, but perhaps we should never have used it.” 

“J£ anyone finds out, we’re finished.” 
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“That’s why we made that idiot field arbitrator look for 
the ‘killer.’ That will solve everything. Nobody will ever 
know!” The sorcerer glared at his quivering companions in 
irritation. 

“B-but ... what about the other dragons?” 

“How long are you going to stay scared!? You can see for 
yourself!” he said, walking around behind the dragon and 
pointing to where the weapon stuck out of it. Then he 
stopped moving. 

The iron pole sticking out of the critical point, the gap 
between two scales, was red. 

The red area was growing. 

“Uh?” the sorcerer said, stunned. As he watched, the red 
turned orange, then yellow, then white. It turned into a 
beam of pure light, then began to hiss, steam rising from it. 

A voice like a cannon echoed inside their ears, inside 
their heads. 

You fools. 

An instant later, the eyes, which had been still for so 
long, opened and glared at them. 

The huge body slowly raised its head. 

The voice came again. Did you really believe you could kill 
a dragon with that exceedingly cowardly trick? 

They screamed. Every single one of them. With no 
thought to appearances, they fled. 

As they ran, the roof of the cave fell in behind them. 

“Eeeeeeeeeek!” 

“Aaiiieeeeee!” 

The leaders of an independent city, who had spoken on 
equal terms with the most powerful men in the world, were 
now engaged in a pathetic mad dash, as if their pants were 
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on fire. 

When they spilled out of the cave’s mouth, a huge 
shadow loomed over them. 

The dragon was already waiting outside. 

They fell to the ground, unable to run anymore. 

The voice echoed down from the heavens. You kept your 
word. So I listened to what you had to say. 

Not understanding these words, they looked up and re- 
ceived yet another shock. 

The dragon was not the only thing waiting for them. 

An army was amassed at the entrance. They were sur- 
rounded. Everyone in the world recognized that uniform: 
black, with a tracery of red lines. The soldiers from this army 
were owned by no country and appeared in all. 

“Th-the Seven Seas Alliance... !” they gasped, glued to 
the ground. 

The army’s commander stepped forward. He was wrapped 
in a black and red cloak, and they all recognized him. 

He had left here one month before. 

“W-Wind Knight!” the elderly sorcerer gasped. 

Heathrow Kristoff walked slowly over to him. 

“Do you have anything to say?” he asked quietly. 

“Uh, uh, well...” the old man sputtered, never manag- 
ing words. An instant later, Heathrow’s sword had split the 
man’s body in half to the waist. 

The others shouted as their leader died. 

“We shall not,” Heathrow said to them forcefully, “look 
further into who should bear responsibility for this. But”— 
he looked up at the dragon above him—“this land is still 
under the dragon’s authority! May we take this to mean our 
contract with you still stands? Does anyone object to our 
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having the treaty negotiations here?” 

No one did. 

Having seen this through, the dragon turned its body and 
flew away toward the horizon. 

The cave that had been so central to Romiazalth was 
now buried, wiped from existence. But as long as legend said 
there was a dragon here, then who would dare risk disturb- 
ing it? 

While the major was headed toward the cave, the Seven 
Seas Alliance army had successfully occupied Romiazalth. 
No one resisted, and no blood was spilled. It seemed every- 
one bitterly regretted having killed the dragon. 

And Ed and I went where we needed to go. 

The dimly lit hall where the city council met. One 
month before, they had denounced us here. Had that really 
been only a little more than four weeks ago? It felt like sev- 
eral years. 

“Thank God the nameless wasteland dragon listened to 
us,” | murmured. “How on earth did you convince it to take 
the place of the other dragon’s body?” 

As soon as the mystery was solved, Ed had turned right 
around and raced back to the wasteland where the dragon 
waited. They had a long conversation, only the two of them, 
and when he came back, Ed just said, “It went well,” and 
then we joined the major and the army and made a beeline 
for Romiazalth. 

“It’s not really cooperating with us. It’s just doing what it 
can for the dead dragon. All I did was give it a chance to 
help.” 

On top of the bandages covering his face, Ed wore a new 
mask. He looked every bit as comical as he had when we 
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first met. 

The dragon that replaced it had told us the real body had 
been “melted into the world, returned to wherever fate 
would have it.” I have no idea what that meant. But, at any 
rate, there was no longer any sign of it in the cave. 

I sighed. “Honestly, Ed, when did you figure out who the 
killer was?” 

“| always knew. I explained this, didn’t I?” he said inno- 
cently. 

“Yeah. I just find it hard to believe.” 

He had explained it to me. I remembered it well. 


“I’s so obvious. The people of Romiazalth themselves are 
the culprits,” Ed said, once he finally stopped laughing. 

Mamajaru and | gaped at him. 

“Wh-what?” 

“The villagers turned against the dragon? Why did you 
think that?” 

Ed explained. “First, consider the problem of the crime 
scene. There’s a barrier around it so that no one can enter, 
but who created that barrier?” 

“Someone from Romiazalth.” 

“Exactly. No matter how you look at it, if no one can get 
through the barrier and into the cave, then the man who 
made the barrier is the obvious suspect. And the only people 
who say that no one could have got through the barrier are 
from Romiazalth. They insist that the crime scene was a 
sealed room, but the only evidence for that was their say-so. 
But there was no proof. None at all.” 

Ed explained this as if it were all perfectly obvious, but 
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the possibility had never even occurred to me. I had been so 
rattled by the dragon’s death that I had never questioned our 
basic assumption that the crime scene had been, in fact, im- 
penetrable. 

I could only stand there, ashamed. 

Ignoring me, Ed continued. “When not one person sug- 
gested that the culprit had worked out a deal with someone 
in Romiazalth, my suspicions were confirmed. Now that | 
knew who the killer was, all I had to do was make sure. 
That’s why I went to each of the other suspects and cleared 
them of suspicion.” 

“B-but the motive?” I asked. “Didn’t the dragon protect 
the village? Why would they ever kill it?” 

“They killed it exactly because it protected them,” Ed 
said quietly. “These villagers knew that their lives depended 
on the dragon. The flip side of which is that they couldn’t do 
asingle thing that the dragon didn’t permit them to do. The 
more powerful a being is, the more extreme things get when 
people turn against them. History shows this pattern many 
times. A country that boasted perfect control of its subjects 
will inevitably vanish, despite its perfection—destroyed by 
the very citizens and countries it kept under its thumb. 
Countless times.” 

“Oh, now that you mention it, this area is rich in mineral 
resources, but Romiazalth can’t mine them because of the 
dragon. The pirate chief told us about that,” I said. 

“So they were after money?” Heathrow asked. 

“That was one reason. I’m sure the villagers knew exactly 
why the pirate visited the dragon, but they didn’t tell us. But 
I’m sure that was only a small part of it. This crime has been 
planned for a long, long time. The method of killing was 
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thought up shortly after the village was founded, several 
hundred years ago. And the method was passed down 
through the generations.” 

“How do you know?” 

“Well, why were the villagers so happy to live near the 
dragon? After talking with so many people about it—and 
meeting one ourselves—we know that dragons do not at- 
tack people without reason. But it was only after we'd done 
that that we could be certain. Before doing all that, no one 
would even think of trying to live so close to a dragon. Even 
the adventurer Arnas, as many times as he had gone to 
speak with the dragons, would never consider living next 
door to one. But the people who founded this city did. 
Why?” 

Mamajaru sighed. “Because they had a very specific rea- 
son to establish a village there, you mean” 

“Warrior, I’m sure you can guess what that goal was.” 

“They lived near the dragon precisely so they could kill 
it?” 

I jumped. Ed nodded. 

“It’s only natural to think that. They lived near it for gen- 
erations, waiting for the perfect opportunity—waiting for it 
to let its guard down.” 

“B-but why did they even want to kill it?” 

“One month is not nearly enough to answer that. It may 
take years to figure out where the founders of Romiazalth 
came from, hundreds of years ago. But from the ‘under- 
handed way they went about it, with a complete lack of 
honor and fairness, I’m guessing they were seeking 
vengeance by any means necessary. Dragons are so powerful 
that, anytime one takes action at all, people will get them- 
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selves involved. 

“Perhaps someone had died because of this, and the vil- 
lage was seeking revenge. 

“But I have no proof of this, and the villagers have long 
since forgotten their original reasoning. For better or worse, 
thanks to the dragon, Romiazalth achieved a certain pros- 
perity; and that can subdue people pretty easily. Especially 
when the original incident occurred generations ago.” 

“So then why did they do it?” 

“At last, all the conditions were in place. Mining inter- 
ests. A guarantee of protection against the world from the 
Seven Seas Alliance. Signs that the village could be pros- 
perous even without a resident dragon. This faint glimmer 
of hope brought the villagers’ resentment back to life. ‘How 
long are we going to rely on the dragon? Now’s our chance! 
We've got nothing to lose’ . . . voices from the past whisper- 
ing in the villagers’ ears.” 

I didn’t know what to think. 

For every result, there is a cause. 

When bad things happen, some people think they have 
to find a cause. 

But this? 

The cause of this incident lay so far in the distant past, 
there was nothing we could do about it. 

But the result had come about now. 

That result was now a cause. What would happen in the 
future because of it? Whatever it was, it would be too late for 
those people to do anything about it either. 

How long would this cycle go on? 

Was this the only way? 

Ino longer, understood. 
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“So | understand that the village was basically a big trap: 
‘he townspeople lived near the dragon for hundreds of years 
9 encourage it to let its guard down, creating a momentary 
ap in its defenses that even its incredible magical power 
ould not block,” Mamajaru said. He clearly had not yet ac- 
epted Ed’s theory. “But even so, how do you stab the dragon 
athe neck with a metal pole? How would you lift up the 
cale to get the pole under it? Even if you surprised the 
lragon, this attack is not the work of an instant.” 

“Exactly. That’s exactly what I couldn’t understand, what 
couldn’t wrap my head around. Until you told me the an- 
wer, Mr. Mamajaru.” 

“| did?” 

“You said it: Everything was upside down.” Ed nodded to 
himself. “Have you ever heard of something called powder?” 

“No. What is it?” 

“It’s a periphery interference discovery. Powder is the sub- 
stance that gives a weapon known as a pistol arm its offen- 
sive power. Even a small amount can produce a very 
powerful explosion. If you cause this substance to explode 
inside a tube, the explosion can launch a projectile at high 
speeds. They used this type of weapon, which is impossible 
for a mind accustomed to dealing with magic to compre- 
hend. I didn’t figure it out even though I myself had used the 
same trick against an assassin. It was too familiar to me, and 
so [ never noticed.” 

“Powder, you say? So since it has no magical energy, the 
dragon was unable to detect it until the weapon had already 
propelled the metal pole forward? But that doesn’t explain 


how it penetrated the dragon's scales. It should have 
bounced right off.” 
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“Oh,” I said. I had been listening to their conversation 
rather absently, unable to put any of it together. But sud- 
denly all the pieces came together so quickly I felt dizzy. As 
if a storm were raging in my mind. “Aaahh!” I shrieked. 
“Oh! Upside down!” 

Mamajaru, surprised by my shout, turned around. Paying 
him no attention, I started babbling just as Ed had been a 
moment before. 

“It was upside down! It wasn’t thrust into the dragon’s 
neck. ... It was upside down! It emerged from inside its 
mouth, having been fired at the back of its throat, and the 
tip just happened to poke out of its back!” 

Ed nodded. “There was no need to actually penetrate the 
scales. They didn’t aim for any point in particular. The scale 
just happened to be pushed upward from the inside. No as- 
tounding technique was needed to overpower the victim. It 
was done with a single powerful and violent attack. Relaxed 
around the villagers, the dragon opened its mouth, and they 
aimed for the vital spot inside. The truth is, the villagers 
used a simple, cunning, cowardly trick.” 

“But is that even possible?” Mamajaru still couldn’t get 
his mind around it. “Would a dragon really allow that?” 

“Yeah. I spent a great deal of time wondering how a 
dragon, so superior in every respect to us humans, could 
make such a mistake. That’s why | went to see a living 
dragon. At the time, I still did not understand the actual 
method involved, mind you. But that dragon. . . It can only 
be described as having little or no interest in the killer. I 
started to get a feel for it there. What really killed the 
dragon . . . was despair.” 

“Despair? What do you mean?” 
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“| think I understand,” Mamajaru said. “The villagers the 
ragon thought it had been so close to were trying to kill it, 
ind for a moment, it hesitated. .. . Is that what you mean?” 

“] think so,” Ed nodded gravely. 

“W/-wait,” I said, flustered. “Th-that means...” I could 
eel my head spinning. “The dragon could have fought back, 
wut it allowed itself to be killed? Then . .. Then this was all 
asically ...” 

Ed quietly put the finishing blow to my anxiety. 

“Yes, It was basically suicide.” 

Thad no more words. 

But Ed kept talking. “For an instant, the dragon was 
hocked that the villagers it had trusted would do something 
ike that. It realized that long ago someone had tried to get 
revenge on it. And then it. . . it just gave up. It never used 
its magic; it just accepted death. And because they guessed 
at the truth, the other dragons did not attack mankind: 
What killed the dragon—and Heath mentioned this possi- 
bility, indirectly—was the dragon itself. When he said that, 
| was surprised. For a moment, | thought you were closer to 
the truth than I was, but the more I listened, I realized you 
meant other dragons. I got really angry. How could you say 
something so stupid?” 

Now that he mentioned it... 

“That method of killing would never work on the other 
dragons,” Mamajaru said. “The only reason the dragon 
could be so brutally killed was because that dragon had a 
unique affection for humans.” 

“You could never have killed it. But that is no great 
shame. The inability to kill a dragon is something a Warrior 
can be proud of. It’s hardly a blot on your reputation.” 
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Mamajairu did not answer Ed. He just shook his head. 
“How horrible. What an awful thing.” 

“But if the dragons have no intention of punishing the 
killers, then we humans have no right to do so either. In- 
stead, we should use the method Mamajaru proposed. To 
end the war, then, we must find a way to put an end to this 
case permanently. Even if the killer’s identity never comes 
out.” 

“What are you going to do?” I asked. 

Ed shrugged. “Convince people the dragon isn’t dead. I 
know who might help. . . .” 


2 


And once our preparations were complete, we returned to 
Romiazalth. 

In the darkened meeting hall, Ed and I stood, waiting for 
the time being. 

It didn’t seem real to me. 

It had been a long month. 

Battling against a mystery | thought unsolvable, on a gru- 
eling journey to meet extraordinary people all across the 
world, my back up against the wall so many times... The 
thirty days we had traveled had been unique, even in my 
eventful life. I could say without exaggeration that the fate 
of the world had literally been in our hands, and I felt as if 
my experiences on that journey had changed something in- 
side me forever. 

But Ed... the man standing beside me. . . 

I glanced at his profile reproachfully. 

When I asked him why, if he had known who the killer 
was all along, he had not told us, he had answered easily, 
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“Because I was certain that someone was watching us. 
Everything we said was an open book to him. And in.a 
sense, the identity of the killer was not important. The first 
thing I understood was that if I wanted to convince the liv- 
ing dragon to take the dead one’s place, I had to solve the 
mystery of how it was killed and trade for that knowledge. 
So I ignored everything else. If | wanted to make these ne- 
gotiations go smoothly, I needed a living dragon.” 

So while it had been an unusual journey for the major 
and me, for him, solving the case had been an ordinary part 
of his job as a field arbitrator. 

Looking back on it, despite the fact that we had traveled 
together for a month, and nearly died together several times, 
I still knew almost nothing about him. I was relaxed around 
the major, and we seemed to understand each other, but it 
was impossible to get a grip on this man. He seemed to have 
quite a past, but it was hard to tell if its shadow lingered in 
him now. One moment I thought he was incredibly tena- 
cious, and the next he would be almost flighty. And his 
sense of taste, starting with the mask, was completely in- 
comprehensible. I could understand wanting to hide a tat- 
too with such dark significance, but there was no need at all 
to wear that kind of mask. It just drew attention to him, I 
thought again, now that I’d grown used to it. 

And I never had any idea what he was thinking. 

I stared at him long enough that he noticed and turned 
toward me. 

“What is it, Miss Reizé?” 

“Oh no, nothing . . . I just don’t feel as if it’s really over,” 
I said, trying to disguise my awkwardness. “Would a dragon 
really just give up and commit suicide?” 
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Ed pursed his lips and stared at me. 

I had trouble meeting his gaze, like a child who has done 
something wrong and can’t work up the nerve to tell its 
mother. “Wh-what?” 

“You see, Miss Reizé,” He said, troubled. “Are 
you... Are you Heath’s ally?” 

“What?” 

He'd asked me this before. 

“Are you a friend who will help him if he ever gets in 
trouble? Even when our business here is finished, I don’t 
think you'll have seen the last of each other.” 

‘R-right. Well, I think I am. I'd like to be.” 

“You've gotten to know his character pretty well on our 
travels. His emotions are rather violent, like the time he 
suddenly jumped out and saved Princess Tsukushi.” 

“Violent... Wasn’t that just the right thing to do?” 

“Same difference, to me. But this personality of his was 
the thing I was most worried about during this affair.” 

“What do you mean?” I had no idea what he was driving 
at. 

“I want to make him king.” He’d said this before as well. 
“If I’m going to do that, I can’t let him get bogged down in 
something unimportant. If the Wind Knight were to solve 
the mystery of the dragon’s murder and then go nowhere 
from there, that would never do.” 

Puzzled, I remained silent. 

“If the killer’s identity were revealed, and he were put in 
charge of the trial, it could quickly get out of hand. After all, 

everyone in the village is responsible. If he killed all the ac- 
complices, it would be a massacre. But he can’t kill women 
or children, so their families would remain alive. They 
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would hate him and speak badly about him all over the 
world. And I can’t have that happening.” Ed smiled faintly. 
“So I knew all along that I could never just solve this case. 
That’s why I went traveling.” 

“B-but would he really kill everyone? I’m sure he would 
be happy to arrest them and make then stand trial.” 

“Tf this were an ordinary case, yes,” Ed said, twisting his 
lips. 

“Right. After all, the dragon basically committed suicide. 
Sure, the method of the killing was pretty bad, but—” I 
started to say, but Ed suddenly snorted. 

Then he laughed to himself for a few minutes. 
“Heh... heh heh heh heh... he-he-he-he-he . . . ha-ha- 
ha...” It was a very strange laugh. 

“What's so funny?” I asked. 

“Miss Reizé... do you really think the dragon commit- 
ted suicide?” 

“Eh?” 

“Do you really believe that ridiculous lie?” Ed asked, grin- 
ning. 

What? 

What did he just say? 

“Um... You mean... ?” 

“I mean, the dragon didn’t commit suicide. You met the 
living dragon, too, didn’t you? Would a being that awesome 
ever feel so forlorn it would just give up, even for a single 
second?” 

1 was confused. But . . . But wasn’t that his theory? 

“We were looking at everything upside down,” Ed said, 
tepeating himself again. “All this time, we couldn’t escape 
from the notion that there might be a being out there pow- 
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erful enough to kill a dragon. The dragon had been brutally 
killed, and we placed it firmly in the role of the victim.” Ed 
began to tap his mask with one finger. “But the situation was 
exactly the opposite. The dragon was not killed. Quite the 
reverse. The dragon simply paid no heed to its own safety. It 
never succumbed to violence at all.” 

“W/hat are you saying? The dragon is really dead, and the 
killers are the villagers, and we even know how it died!” 

“Haven't you noticed? I’ve left out something very im- 
portant.” Ed continued tapping his mask with one finger. 
“All the villagers took part in the plan. This is most proba- 
bly true. . .. But which people were directly involved in the 
killing? The moment it opened its mouth, they attacked. 
Attacked a dragon. Who could manage that delicate tim- 
ing? Who actually struck the fatal blow? I didn’t say a word 
about that.” 

I gaped. He was right. I had heard nothing about anyone 
in this village with any sort of unusual strength, nobody like 
the Wind Knight or the Warrior. 

“Tn fact, I knew the answer to this before we began our 
journey, before we even saw the dragon. We had already 
heard the story,” Ed said, still tapping. “I’m sure you remem- 
ber it, too. When we told the guard we wanted to see the 
dragon. The guard was also a doctor. And he turned us down 
at first. Do you remember why?” 

“Uh, no, 1...” 

He had been tending to a patient, a badly burned pa- 
tient.... 

Burned? 

“Burned? Y-you mean...” 

“I really should have realized that those burns were from 


THE CASE OF THE DRAGON SLAYER 243 


the powder.” 

“B-but... But that baby... The doctor said...” 

I gulped. 

“Th-that’s why... the dragon? Because . . .” 

“Exactly. You knew about that custom as well as I did. 
They put babies in the dragon’s mouth and prayed for their 
safety. ...” 

Before Ed had finished talking, I screamed. 

“The killer .. . The killer was a baby!?” 

Ed answered my scream quietly. “More accurately, one of 
the weapons used. The baby itself, obviously, was not trying 
to kill anything. That custom was part of the hundreds of 
years of preparation. That’s why the dragon couldn’t protect 
itself. Instead .. .” 

“L-it protected the baby they'd made hold the launcher?” 

“It just didn’t counterattack. The baby was burned by the 
explosion. If it had done anything, the baby would have 
died. The dragon simply accepted the attack in order to save 
that baby’s life.” 

I was too shocked to absorb what Ed was saying. 

“You see? Heath would never be able to accept an act as 
cowardly as using a baby as a tool to carry out the attack. 
Knowing him, he would make every single person involved 
in the plan pay the consequences. That’s why I had to keep 
it secret.” 

Tap, tap. The sound of Ed’s finger striking his mask 
echoed through the quiet hall. 

“B-but ... the dragon had lived for thousands of years, 
and the best humans ever manage is a few decades.” 

“Possibly the dragon was protecting more than just one 
baby. 1 believe the dragon was protecting the future. I be- 
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lieve it was telling the world that, no matter how many hun- 
dreds or thousands of years may pass, no matter how long it 
had lived, it still put greater value in things to come, though 
we don’t know what they might be. This very message was 
confirmed by the accounts of the dragon given by everyone 
we met. As certain of it as I was, I still didn’t know how it 
had been murdered—and this one mystery was why we had 
such a rough time of it.” 

My... My voice:would not work. 

The dead dragon had valued humans that much. 

But did those humans really deserve the dragon’s respect? 

I remembered the conversation Ed and the dragon had 
had in the nameless wasteland. 

Ed had said: “The dead dragon is a greater threat to 
mankind than the living ones.” 

And he was right. 

With that great a hope placed in them, humanity now 
had a duty to the world to come. But could we really live up 
to it? Excessive expectations often cause nothing but harm. 

All we ever do is fight. We are lost, and we can’t even 
find the entrance to the maze. 

Tap, tap . . . And the sound stopped at last. 

“Almost time,” Ed said, holding his right hand out in 
front of him. 

As if it had been waiting for that signal, the Crest of 
Death on the back of his hand began to glow red. 

He was standing where the spell had been cast, and the 
moon was in the same position in the sky above him. As we 
had been told before we left, the conditions had been ful- 
filled, and he would be freed from the crest. 

It vanished easily, with a faint hissing sound. 
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“Our journey is done,” Ed said, smiling faintly. 

We could hear a great number of people approaching 
from the front. 

“And Heath is back as well. Let’s go see him,” Ed said, 
nodding at me. 

I gathered myself and nodded back. 

The masked man’s mouth curled sideways. “And so 
things come to an end. Like the dragons, this case had been 
mysterious, powerful, but seemingly possessed of a strong 
will. And now what lies before me are the nerve-grinding 
negotiations, during which | will be patient with the stupid- 
ity of both parties. At last, I shall arbitrate a treaty to end 
this war.” 

And walking over to the huge doors at the end of the 
hall, he flung them open, revealing the noisy world outside. 


afterword 


of wee 
Agks 


lca you are traveling in a foreign country and embar- 
rass yourself horribly. At the time, you might think to your- 
self, “Well, this is a foreign country. This isn’t my real life. I'll 
get back to normal when I go home. Everything is strange 
here.” Or maybe, because it is a foreign country, you'll delib- 
erately behave in a manner you would never think of ordi- 
narily, and when you get home, you do go right back to 
normal. And when anyone mentions your strange behavior 
to you, you look surprised. Itami Juzo wrote a book called 
Bored in Europe, which argues that this sort of attitude is 
meaningless. I’m not sure I can express this exactly, but even 
in a foreign country, it isa mistake to escape into a feeling 
that your life there is just a fleeting thing; it is a mistake to 
consider it not part of your life. Your real life and this “tem- 
porary” life are, in reality, one and the same thing. 


| have not traveled a great deal, so this all seems a little 
fuzzy to me, but there’s something about it that makes a lot 
of sense. Namely, when I was working my day job and going 
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to school, I always thought to myself, “This is not my real 
life, I have things I like, and goals. This is just temporary.” 
What came of it? Nothing at all. I’ve published a number of 
books and seem to be a fairly successful writer, but I did that 
only after spending several years struggling to work up the 
nerve to quit my job and start trying seriously to be a writer. 
I think it was a long detour that I needed to abandon. If | 
had taken my job seriously and kept working there without 
quitting, would | have been able to stick to my goals and be- 
come a writer? Once you let yourself escape into a temporary 
life, you'll end up with your back against the wall. I mean, | 
don’t even remember many details about what I did every 
day at work. All I have left is a feeling that I was throwing 
away my life there. Seems like a shame. 


So, traveling. Some people view this as an escape from all 
the trappings of their daily routine. As you live your life, 
there are very few chances to take off your mask and reveal 
your true face. Most people are always acting on some level. 
This is quite a weight on their shoulders. Some people think 
that at least in a foreign country, they should be able to take 
the mask off, and that sounds pretty good until you realize 
that means you'll never really manage to do anything about 
the misery of your everyday existence. If you can cast aside 
your unhappiness and be satisfied with that, fine, but will it 
really turn out that well? It’s not as if you’re going to an un- 
inhabited wasteland; there are other people where you're 
headed. People don’t really have that much variation in 
their ways of interacting with strangers, so it will be pretty 
hard for you to spend the whole time acting differently than 
you normally do. If you try, you'll just end up putting on an 
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even more extreme mask than the one you usually wear. 
The more you draw lines between your regular life and your 
vacation, the more you decide it has nothing to do with how 
you normally are, the more insignificant your idea of what 
your normal life is becomes. 


I think we are making a fundamental mistake somewhere. 
Since we are incapable of seeing everything or doing every- 
thing, I think this is unavoidable. If there is such a thing as 
a correct position to take, then we could see what comical 
masks we are really wearing. I think we long to travel, and 
meet other people on our travels, not because we want to 
take off our masks but because we want to know what kind 
of mask we are wearing without realizing it. The Case of the 
Dragonslayer is a travel story, which takes place in countries 
none of us will ever be able to visit. Our world has no drag- 
ons, and these nonexistent dragons cannot be killed, nor do 
we have any clowns mocking our wars with such easily iden- 
tifiable masks. This story is a lie. I worked hard to make you 
feel as if you were traveling through this world as well. This 
book is a foreign country, and when you go to a foreign 
country, you have to leave your life behind—or so I kept 
telling myself, but ultimately I ignored my own opinion and 
wound up just chasing after the characters, who are all much 
smarter than me. But this may be unavoidable. We are all 
mistaken, we are all traveling, trying desperately to get over 
the masks that have been placed in our way. 


—Kouhei Kadono 
Written while listening to BGM medley of 
the Beatles’ Abbey Road 
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